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Abstract 
Angela Carter is well-known for her gothic twists on fairy tales and the use of 
magical realism in creating alternate worlds and monstrous creatures that exist within our 
own. The meaningful "twists" that her tales take often have to do with gender, reversing 
traditional roles and transcending barriers. In her fiction, Carter creates characters and 
scenes that often include "traditional" roles, displaying an awareness of the sexual 
stereotypes that have been in place for centuries. Her female characters offer a complex 
commentary on the patriarchal standard that suggests that a woman's value is dependent 
upon her virginity. 
Her book The Sadeian Woman and the Ideology of Pornography (1978) is a 
collection of essays analyzing the literature of the Marquis de Sade, specifically his two 
tales of the sisters Justine and Juliette. The sisters represent the two extreme sexual 
stereotypes through which society views women, those of the virgin and the whore. 
Carter incorporates Sadeian prototypes into her female characters in ways that re-
establish their existence in society, while questioning and challenging their validity. 
Carter uses the stereotypes to redirect the attention of her readers. It is not Sade's 
pornography that she embraces, but what it allows her to do. In reinforcing the 
prototypes, she seems to accept them in order to subvert them. Referring to pornography 
and its stereotypes as "myth" and "consolatory nonsense" (19), Carter disguises her 
intentions by pretending to accept patriarchal values in her fiction, in order to gain 
control of the situation and redirect the argument. 
In The Sadeian Woman, Carter argues that Sade should be looked at as what she 
calls a "moral pornographer," that is, one who uses "pornography as a critique of current 
relations between the sexes." She contends, "Such a pornographer would not be the 
enemy of women, perhaps because he might begin to penetrate to the heart of the 
contempt for women that distorts our culture even as he entered the realm of true 
obscenity as he describes it" (19). The question prompted by these "penetrations" is the 
one asked by Fevvers, the central character of Nights at the Circus: "Wherein does a 
woman's honour reside, old chap? In her vagina or in her spirit?" (230). Though 
patriarchal stereotypes point toward the former, Carter proposes that a woman's honor 
does reside within her spirit. 
This thesis takes a close look at the way that Carter incorporates Sadeian 
prototypes into her female characters in The Magic Toyshop (1967), Nights at the Circus 
(1984), and several of the short stories in the collection The Bloody Chamber ( 1979). 
The thesis includes a chapter devoted to each of the texts, revealing the steady 
progression of Carter's feminist thought as her use of the prototypes becomes more 
satirical from one book to the next. Through a close analysis of the texts, using The 
Sadeian Woman as a theoretical background, this thesis shows how Carter uses the 
prototypes of Justine and Juliette not only to question patriarchal ideas, but to mock them. 
I dedicate this thesis to my parents, Paul and Mary Gall, whose never-ending support 
allowed me to achieve my goals. This thesis, along with my entire college career, 
never could have been completed without them. 
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Chapter One 
Carter's Sadeian Feminisms: 
A Polemical Introduction 
Angela Carter is well known for her many controversial works focusing on 
aspects of feminism and the gothic genre. Her tales take meaningful twists that often 
have to do with gender, reversing traditional roles and transcending barriers. Carter made 
a career out of questioning·the patriarchal standard in both her non-fictional works and 
her novels. As described by Harriet Blodgett, she is "an independent-minded feminist 
with small tolerance for the cultural determinism that distorts female being" (49). In her 
fiction, Carter creates characters and scenes that often reflect "traditional" roles, 
displaying an awareness of the sexual stereotypes that have been in place for centuries. 
In spite of the reflection of traditional roles, her female characters offer a complex 
commentary on the patriarchal standard that suggests that a woman's value is dependent 
upon her virginity. Her novels represent a virtual progression, tracing the position of 
women in society, from past roles of submission, to the future possibilities that Carter 
envisioned. 
Just on the brink of fame before her death in 1992, Carter has left her mark in the 
world of British literature, and is studied and critiqued now more than ever. As Salman 
Rushdie, a fellow writer and great fan of hers, says in his introduction to Burning Your 
Boats (1996), though she was "dismissed by many in her lifetime as a marginal, cultish 
figure, an exotic hothouse flower, she has become the contemporary writer most studied 
at British universities - a victory over the mainstream she would have enjoyed" (xiv). 
Had she survived to experience this unexpected fame, she'd probably be laughing 
mischievously, for Carter's intention always seemed to be to question, to probe, and to 
instigate debate. 
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Carter certainly caused much debate in the writing of her very controversial, often 
attacked The Sadeian Woman and the Ideology of Pornography (1978). The Marquis de 
Sade may seem to be an unlikely historical figure to have played such an important role 
in the literature of a budding young feminist of the l 960's. However, there was a Sade 
revival in the late sixties, bringing his work to light again in the form of many critiques 
and discussions. In his own lifetime, Sade was imprisoned for his texts and actions 
several times. In 1801, Napoleon had Sade imprisoned, simply for being the author of 
the texts Justine and Juliette. Sade was a libertine of the French Revolution, known for 
much public scandal due to his excessive sexual appetite. The accusations against him 
"included homosexual and heterosexual sodomy (both capital offenses at that period), 
various whippings and possible knifings of prostitutes, masturbating on a crucifix, 
corruption of young girls, death threats, and other 'excesses"' (Shattuck 229). It was 
during a stay in prison that he wrote the controversial manuscripts that are still studied 
today. Sade said that the confinement in combination with the lack of an outlet for his 
sexual desire "brought [his] brain to the boiling point. It [caused] [him] to conjure up 
fanciful creatures which [he would] bring into being" (qtd. in Shattuck 230). He is 
considered by many to be a monster, an excessive corruptor of women, and an unethical 
pornographer, but the "fanciful creatures" he produced influenced Carter in ways that 
would prompt her to study him herself, forever changing her approach to literature. 
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In her essay Notes From the Front Line, Carter talks about the point she was at as 
a feminist during the late sixties. A period involving many debates about the question of 
reality, Carter says that "that time" and "some of those debates" and "that sense of 
heightened awareness of the society around [her] in the summer of 1968, brought about 
her "questioning of the nature of [her] reality as a woman. How that social fiction of [her] 
'femininity' was created, by means outside [her] control, and palmed off on [her] as the 
real thing" (25). By the time she studied the Marquis de Sade and published The 
Sadeian Woman, she had come to many conclusions about how traditional and patriarchal 
myth had created the "social fiction of her femininity." She saw his characters of Justine 
and Juliette as the prototypes for the "fiction of femininity," and their tales as evidence of 
the patriarchy that had "palmed off' that fiction for centuries. 
Although Sade was extremely controversial, Carter sees the possibility of 
transformation in his radical world. Sade occasionally proposes "a world in which 
nobody need bleed," but Carter believes that "only a violent transformation of this world 
and a fresh start in an absolutely egalitarian society would make this possible" (Sadeian 
26). Carter, in the writing of her fiction, proposes "violent transformations" that disrupt 
current relations allowing for the creation of a new world. In fact, she sees Sade as 
partially responsible for what progress there has been in sexual theory since his own time. 
She says, "Sade's work, with its compulsive attraction for the delinquent imagination of 
the romantics, has been instrumental in shaping aspects of the modem sensibility" (32). 
She claims "he was unusual in his period for claiming rights of free sexuality for women, 
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and in installing women as beings of power in his imaginary worlds" (36). Sade believed 
that sex had the power to change the world, urging "women to fuck as actively as they are 
able, so that powered by their enormous and hitherto untapped sexual energy they will 
then be able to fuck their way into history and, in doing so, change it" (27). 
Carter concludes her introduction to The Sadeian Woman with a speculation as to 
why Sade is so important to the feminist movement. She describes The Sadeian Woman, 
taking as "its starting point of cultural exploration the wealth of philosophically 
pornographic material about women that Sade provides, is an exercise of the lateral 
imagination. Sade remains a monstrous and daunting cultural edifice; yet [she] would 
like to think that he put pornography in the service of women, or, perhaps, allowed it to 
be invaded by an ideology not inimical to women" (37). This "exercise" ended up 
changing the way that Carter wrote from then on; as she incorporated Sade's ideas and 
prototypes into her own fiction thereafter. 
Carter states outright that The Sadeian Woman is not a "critical study or historical 
analysis of Sade," (1) because Sade himself is not the issue, but rather the reaction of 
others to him and his work. Similarly, this thesis project is not intended to be a study of 
Sadeian principles, but an analysis of Carter's feminisms as they are revealed through her 
writing in The Sadeian Woman. The feminist theories that she develops during this 
period affect the way that she writes from that point on. Carter herself admits to the 
changes that she went through during the period in which she wrote The Sadeian Woman, 
as well as the ways that her writing has changed since the early sixties. This thesis 
project will trace those changes, beginning with The Magic Toyshop (1967), an early 
piece written before her study of Sade. It will continue with The Bloody Chamber 
(1979), reflecting the ways that Carter first incorporated Sadeian theories and prototypes 
into her writing, and end with Nights at the Circus (1984), one of her later novels that 
shows how her own theories progressed far beyond those of the Marquis de Sade. 
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When Carter says that The Sadeian Woman deals with "the culturally determined 
nature of women and of the relations between men and women that result from it" ( 1 ), 
she is referring in large part to pornography. Pornography embodies the "culturally 
determined nature of women," and Sade and his ideas are central to this subject matter. 
In the first few pages of The Sadeian Woman, Carter attempts to define pornography in a 
way that quite reveals the point of her analysis: 
Pornography involves an abstraction of human intercourse in which the 
self is reduced to its formal elements. In its most basic form, these 
elements are represented by the probe and the fringed hole[ . . . ] a universal 
pictorial language of lust--or, rather, a language we accept as universal 
because, since it has always been so, we conclude that it must remain so. ( 4) 
This "acceptance of a universal language" is the real subject matter of The 
Sadeian Woman. In questioning patriarchal myth, Carter describes herself as "basically 
trying to figure out what certain configurations of imagery in our society, in our culture, 
really stand for, what they mean, underneath the kind of semireligious coating that makes 
people not particularly want to interfere with them" (qtd. in Katsavos 12). Considering 
pornography a type of myth, she is then trying to demythologize pornography in The 
Sadeian Woman. Myth, she says, consists of "extraordinary lies designed to make people 
unfree" (Notes 25). Pornography is fantasy based upon patriarchal myth, intended to 
make women conform to patriarchal standards. It embodies the state of sexual relations, 
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based upon centuries of instilled gender roles that we "don't particularly want to interfere 
with." Claiming to be in the "demythologizing business" (qtd. in Katsavos 12), Carter 
constantly questioned the "ideas, images, stories that we tend to take on trust without 
thinking what they really mean, without trying to work out" (qtd. in Katsavos 12). In The 
Sadeian Woman, Carter defines pornography as patriarchal myth, and attempts to expose 
the truths that lie in its portrayals in order to "demythologize" pornography. 
When myth portrays women as respected and revered creatures such as 
goddesses, Carter is no less perturbed: 
If women allow themselves to be consoled for their culturally determined 
lack of access lo the modes of intellectual debate by the invocation of 
hypothetical great goddesses, they are simply flattering themselves into 
submission (a technique often used upon them by men). All the mythic 
versions of women, from the redeeming purity of the virgin to that of the 
healing, reconciling mother, are consolatory nonsenses; and consolatory 
nonsense seems to me a fair definition of myth anyway (Sadeian 5). 
Though pornography is often based upon this "consolatory nonsense" and can be a 
difficult thing for women to face, Carter argues for the value in its honesty. Pornography 
reflects the existing state of relations between men and women. The most common 
pornography portrays the male as powerful and the female as subservient. Fantasy it may 
be, but reality also. The standards reflected also define gender roles in society. Woman 
is defined by man and his actions. According to Carter, "she is most immediately and 
dramatically a woman when she lies beneath a man, and her submission is the apex of his 
malehood" (7). Refusal to submit can redefine the standards and tum the patriarchal 
7 
standard, that false universal, upon its head. Revealing the possibility of overturning the 
patriarchy is what Carter spent a career trying to do through her literature. 
Carter sees value in Sade's outrageous approach, yet knowing how extreme he 
was, she understands why his work might have been banned. She theorizes, " It is fair to 
say that, when pornography serves - as with very rare exceptions it always does - to 
reinforce the prevailing system of values and ideas in a given society, it is tolerated; and 
when it does not, it is banned" (18). Though Sade's pornography went to extremes for its 
time period, dealing with many taboo areas, Carter argues that one could call him a 
"moral pornographer," defining the term as: 
an artist who uses pornographic material as part of the acceptance of the 
logic of a world of absolute sexual license for all the genders, and projects 
a model of the way such a world mJght work. A moral pornographer might 
use pornography as a critique of current relations between the sexes. His 
business would be the total demystification of the flesh and the subsequent 
revelation, through the infinite modulations of the sexual act, of the real 
relations of man and his kind. Such a pornographer would not be the enemy 
of women, perhaps because he might begin to penetrate to the heart of the 
contempt for women that distorts our culture even as he entered the realms 
of true obscenity as he describes it. (19) 
Referring to Sade as a possible friend to women gets Carter into much trouble 
with her critics, but this statement also explains why she finds Sade so compelling. The 
idea of "a world of absolute sexual license for all genders" is key to her argument. This 
world allows the mythical eroticism connected with the sexual act to be pushed aside 
long enough to glimpse the power relations that lurk behind it. Carter does not support 
Sade's "true obscenity;" rather, she values the revelation "of the contempt for women" 
that is revealed in Sade's proposed world of sexual freedom. 
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No matter how controversial the subject matter is that Sade explores, a truth is 
revealed in the process. Carter knows honest revelation may not have been his actual 
intention, and he may have simply been writing for his own pleasure and fantasies. The 
value of these revelations is what makes him significant for Carter. She says "the 
pornographer as terrorist may not think of himself as a friend of women; that may be the 
last thing on his mind. But he will always be our unconscious ally because he begins to 
approach some kind of emblematic truth [ ... ]" (22). Carter points out that "flesh comes 
to us out of history; so does the repression and taboo that governs our experience of flesh. 
The nature of actual modes of sexual intercourse is determined by historical changes in 
less intimate human relations, just as the actual nature of men and women is capable of 
infinite modulations as social structures change" (11 ). Society and history directly affect 
sexual relations. Directly related to her ideas about mythology, sexual politics fall under 
her definition of myth, being ideas that "we tend to take on trust" (Katsavos 12). 
Therefore, in analyzing Sade's pornography, Carter is demythologizing sexual relations, 
and in tum, demythologizing history in society. She can do so because she feels that 
there are certain things about Sade's fiction that make him and his writing different from 
all other writers and pornography, and says: 
But Sade is unusual amongst both satirists and pornographers [ ... ] because 
he is capable of believing, even if only intermittently, that it is possible to 
radically transform society and, with it, human nature, so that the Old 
Adam, exemplified in God, the King and the Law, the trifold masculine 
symbolism of authority, will take his final departure from amongst us. 
Only then will freedom be possible; until then, the freedom of one class, 
or sex, or individual necessitates the unfreedom of others. (24) 
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Carter's reference to Sade as a "moral pornographer" was often misinterpreted as 
a defense of Sade, and brought The Sadeian Woman under attack. Carter admits in a 
1988 interview, "moral pornographer was a phrase that got [her] into a lot of trouble with 
the sisters, some of the sisters" ( qtd. in Katsavos 16). Critics understood Carter to be 
defending the actions and writings of Sade, though such was not her intent. Carter was 
not defending Sade's world so much as what it revealed. Her intent is evident in the first 
introductory page of The Sadeian Woman, where she states: 
The Sadeian Woman is neither a critical study nor a historical analysis of 
Sade; it is, rather, a late-twentieth-century interpretation of some of the 
problems he raises about the culturally determined nature of women and 
of the relations between men and women that result from it - an opposition 
which is both cruelly divisive in our common struggle to understand the 
world, and also, in itself, a profound illumination of the nature of that 
struggle. ( 1) 
She does understand the feminist controversy that arose out of her suggestions that there 
could be benefits in Sadeian pornography. She comments upon the female aversion to 
pornography, saying, "It's not very pleasant for women to find out how they are 
represented in the world. They find out much more about what their real existential status 
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is from pornography, and it's very unpleasant. It really is. It's enough to make women 
give up on the human race" (qtd. in Katsavos 16). In writing The Sadeian Woman, Carter 
was accused by Susan Kappeler of "fatally 'misreading' de Sade, 'dazz1ed by the offer of 
equal opportunities"' (qtd. in Gamble 99). But critics like Elaine Jordan say that readers 
should "at least think twice before deciding that there is nothing positive for them and for 
feminism, when their predispositions are offended;" rather, they should analyze those 
offended feelings. As Jordan points out, "it is the moment of disturbance and anger 
which may produce a new consciousness and a new order of things" (35). 
Although Carter does understand the problems that her critics have with her 
wording, their opposition and the debate that rises out of it serve her purpose. She feels 
that "the moment of disturbance" should be acknowledged and discussed, possibly 
leading to the beginnings of "a new consciousness." She is not advocating support for 
Sadeian pornography itself. Rather, she is trying to instigate a debate about the possible 
benefits of putting pornography "in the service of women" (Sadeian 37) as she claims 
Sade does. Her purpose is to move women to change their p1ace in society through this 
debate. She quotes Emma Goldman in her postscript, "History tells us that every 
oppressed class gained true liberation from its master through their own efforts. It is 
necessary that woman learn that lesson" (151 ). The Sadeian Woman serves as a 
theoretical base for her feminist studies, focusing on many controversial and disputable 
issues. Carter enjoys using language and ideas that shock and surprise. She is 
deliberately ambiguous, titling chapters "Polemical Preface" and "Speculative Finale." 
She recognizes the questionable aspect of what's she's discussing: everything is open to 
argument. 
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In the second chapter of The Sadeian Woman, Carter shows just how Sade 
puts pornography into the service of women, or at least into the service of Angela Carter. 
She begins to explore the famous tales of Justine and Juliette, two Sadeian prototypes so 
valuable to Carter's interpretation of the female condition, that she incorporates them into 
her own fictional female characters after writing The Sadeian Woman. 
Although there are three different versions of Justine, and Juliette appears in 
many of Sade's other works, Carter focuses specifically on his double novel: The 
Adventures of Justine and of Juliette, Her Sister. The two sisters are orphaned early in 
life and go their separate ways, each illustrating one of the two extreme stereotypes 
through which society views women, those of the virgin and the whore. Justine, center of 
the tale The Misfortunes of Virtue , is a penitent virgin and the constant victim of a male-
domjnated society. Her belief that her virtue is preserved by her refusal to enjoy sexual 
acts causes her sexuality to become a burden and a target for abuse. Juliette, in a tale 
with just as telling a title, The Prosperities of Vice, chooses to use her sex to her 
advantage, knowing that her virtue has nothing to do with enjoyment or submission. She 
becomes a ruthless whore who uses her sexuality as a weapon, recognizing the value of 
her body as a commodity and profiting from the weaknesses and desires of men who 
would otherwise control her. The two sisters are signjficant in their representation of the 
two extremes of the fate of women in the Sadeian world. Carter sees the truth in these 
stereotypes and continues to paint their existence into her own characters. The two 
prototypes are valuable for their representation of the sexual limitations put upon women. 
As stated by Alison Lee, "Sade's logic is often tenuous, but the point of his philosophy is 
that nature neither rewards virtue nor punishes vice, but creates the weak and the strong 
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with the intention that the first should always be subordinate to the second" (8). 
Actually, after reading a few of Sade's tales, one might think that he does the opposite. It 
seems that he feels that nature rewards vice and punishes virtue. The patriarchal standard 
that defines a woman's virtue is central to Carter's interest in these two tales. 
Carter, giving a summation of the archetype represented by Justine, says, "Justine 
is a good woman in a man's world. She is a good woman according to the rules for 
women laid down by men and her reward is rape, humiliation, and incessant beatings. 
Her life is that of a woman martyrised by the circumstances of her life as a woman" 
(Sadeian 38). In the struggle between the strong and the weak, Justine represents the 
weak, always the victim. Justine falls victim to so many attacks because she associates 
her virtue with her refusal to enjoy sexual acts. Justine sees no power in her sexuality. 
On the contrary, it is nothing but a burden to her, of no practical use and the constant 
source of her humiliation. Carter believes that Justine's "sexual abstinence, her denial of 
her own sexuality, is what makes her important to herself' (48). 
Sexual abstinence as a source of morality conforms to the patriarchal idea that a 
good and pure woman is a virgin, but Carter sees it as defining the whole image of 
femininity. She describes "Justine's conception of virtue" as "a specifically feminine one 
in that sexual abstinence plays a large part in it" (Sadeian 47). This idea of femininity as 
a trait based upon virtue goes back to the idea of the myth. The patriarchal standard that 
bases a woman's femininity on her virtue is one of the myths that Carter tries to debunk 
through her fiction . She notes that femininity is not only a standard by which women are 
defined, but one that they also use to protect themselves. Using Justine as an example, 
Carter argues that exhibiting femininity, though a source of pain, can also be used in self-
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defense, saying, "It is a matter for discussion as to how far Justine's behaviour is innately 
that of a woman or how far she has adopted the stance of the cringe as a means of self-
defence. She is not only a woman in a man's world; she is also a receptacle of feeling, a 
repository of the type of sensibility we call 'feminine"' (47). 
Elaine Jordan states that the "questioning throughout [Carter's] work[ ... ] of the 
subject position of the virtuous victim, and its adequacy as a position from which to resist 
oppression" (34) is centered upon the patriarchal view of the innocent virgin. At a certain 
point in the tale of Justine, one of her attackers suggests to her "that her virtue does not 
necessarily depend on the greater or lesser diameter of her vagina" (qtd. in Sadeian 41). 
Justine cannot understand this concept; her image of herself is too important to her. This 
idea that virtue does not depend on one's vagina represents the belief system adopted by 
Justine's opposite, her sister Juliette. When comparing Justine to Juliette, Carter uses an 
interesting analogy to show where their different lifestyles get them, connecting the two 
meanings of the word "ruined": 
At this period, 'ruin', app1ied to a man, means financial ruin, whereas, 
applied to a woman, it means only that a woman has engaged in sexual 
activity, suggesting an actual parallel between a bank balance and a body. 
A ruined woman is one who has lost her capital assets, a virgin who has 
been deflowered and hence has nothing tangible to put on the market. Not 
a woman's face but her unruptured hymen is her fortune; however, if she 
regards her sexual activity as her capital, she may, once ruined, utilise her 
vagina to ruin others, as though, in fact, the opening of it allowed her access 
to a capital sum which had been frozen by virginity. No longer a virgin, she 
may put her capital to work for her" (Sadeian 58-59). 
This likening of the female body to a bank account explains why one sister is a victim, 
while the other is victor. Both are technically ' ruined' women, but Juliette uses her 
newly accessed "capital sum" to prosper, while Justine simply laments her loss and sees 
her virtue retained in her lack of sexual pleasure. 
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Juliette represents the victorious end of the female spectrum. She is the whore, 
still in the service of men, but profiting from their need for her. In the fiction that Carter 
writes following The Sadeian Woman, her characters fashioned after Justine will all in 
some way attempt to become like Juliette. Carter sees more virtue in the honesty of the 
whore than in the feminine cringe of the virgin. She explains the heroic nature of Juliette 
saying, "At least the girl who sells herself with her eyes open is not a hypocrite and, in a 
world with a cash-sale ideology, that is a positive, even a heroic virtue" (58). 
The honest whore is the image behind the heroine who dominates Carter's fiction. 
Carter uses her female characters fashioned after Juliette to turn the patriarchal standard 
upon its head. "The life of Juliette," Carter says, "proposes a method of profane mastery 
of the instruments of power. She is a woman who acts according to the precepts and also 
the practice of a man's world and so she does not suffer. Instead, she causes suffering" 
(79). Attempting a "profane mastery of the instruments of power" is exactly what Carter 
does with her writing. She incorporates the prototypes of the virgin and the whore into 
her own female characters, not because they're attractive or flattering, but because they 
were born out of centuries of patriarchal rule. Through the use of these prototypes, she 
can then overturn the standard, mastering the "instrument of power" that is the patriarchy, 
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by giving her characters actions that contradict the standard, consequently reshaping their 
destinies. 
A particular taboo area that Sade explores is that of female dominance. The 
female dominatrix, who uses her sexual power over men to gain possessions, would seem 
to be in control. But even the calculating whore is revealed to be still yet a servant. "She 
is most truly subservient when most apparently dominant," (21) because she does not 
exercise sexual dominance for her own pleasure, but out of economic dependence. She is 
subservient in her need. She can exert power over a man to gain economic independence 
in a world where her body is her greatest commodity. But there is no true freedom for 
women, even in Sade's roles of female dominance. The revelation in his work is lhat no 
matter what their position, the female ends up being the less powerful gender. Carter 
calls Sade a "terrorist of the imagination [ ... ] turning the unacknowledged truths of the 
encounters of sexuality into a cruel festival at which women are the prime sacrificial 
victims when they are not the ritual murderesses themselves" (22). In Carter's opinion, 
no matter what traditional role the female takes on, whether the virgin or the whore, her 
circumstances are similar due to the fact that women "always remain under the constant 
surveillance of the other half of mankind" (22). 
Although Carter uses the Sadeian prototypes of Justine and Juliette to create new 
worlds and new standards for women, she does see their deficiencies. Juliette is 
obviously more powerful than Justine in a man's world, but both are in some way 
dependent upon men, if for no other reason than that their very positions, those of the 
virgin and the whore, are defined by the patriarchy. Though Justine and Juliette 
"mutually reflect and complement one another, like a pair of mirrors [ ... ] Each story has 
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the same moral [ ... ] the comfort of one class depends on the misery of another class" 
(78). Carter says of the two: "Justine is the thesis, Juliette the antithesis; both are without 
hope and neither pays any heed to a future in which might lie the possibility of a 
synthesis of their modes of being, neither submissive, nor aggressive, capable of both 
thought and feeling"(79). It is this "synthesis" that she was working towards in her 
female characters. 
Carter's novels reflect the progression of her feminism throughout her career. 
Her early works such as The Magic Toyshop (1967) reflect the patriarchal standard more 
than they question it. As her career progresses, and she writes The Sadeian Woman, her 
novels begin to show an angry intolerance for the patriarchy. She also begins to 
incorporate the Sadeian prototypes of Justine and Juliette into her own female characters, 
as though testing their strength in different situations. A text reflective of this period is 
The Bloody Chamber ( 1979), a collection of re-told fairy tales with a feminist edge. 
Published the year after The Sadeian Woman, the stories of The Bloody Chamber 
incorporate many of the ideas of the theoretical book. Popular tales, once composed to 
encourage little girls to obey patriarchal rules, are now twisted around to change their 
meaning and question the accepted standard. In them, gender roles are reversed, and 
love and equality are introduced into sexual relations. 
In Nights at the Circus ( 1984 ), written near the end of Carter's career, female 
characters begin to "take flight" both sexually and intellectuaJly. Nights contains some of 
her most well-defined and fantastic thoughts on the feminist subjects that re-emerge 
throughout her career. It becomes evident that Carter has achieved the synthesis that 
Sade could not, as female characters appear who possess the combination of "thought and 
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feeling." Virgins become rational and whores begin to have hearts as the two prototypes 
become one in Carter's striving to create the New Woman. Fevvers the bird-woman, the 
central characters of Nights, embodies Carter's vision of the female character described 
by Appolinaire, the one, she quotes "whose advent {de Sade} anticipated, [ ... ] who is 
rising out of mankind, who will have wings and who will renew the world" (qtd. in 
Sadeian 79). Near the end of her career, Angela Carter's novels were populated with 
these new women, reshaping humanity in ways that only she could envision. 
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Chapter Two 
Puppets Controlled by Patriarchal Strings: 
The Female Characters of The Magic Toyshop 
Although she had not yet written The Sadeian Woman when she wrote The Magic 
Toyshop in 1967, the idea of the woman as a victim of her sexuality was already in the 
back of Carter's mind. In a 1988 interview, Anna Katsavos questioned her about her use 
of mythology in the writing of The Magic Toyshop. Carter had claimed to be in the 
business of "demythologizing," and admitted to the yet unformed and different ideas in 
her earlier writing: 
The Magic Toyshop, has this whole apparatus about Leda and the swan, and 
it turns out that the swan is just a puppet. I wrote that a very long time ago, 
when I really didn't know what I was doing, and even so it turns out that the 
swan is an artificial construct, a puppet, and somebody, a man, is putting strings 
on the puppet. That was ages ago, over ten years ago, when I wrote that. The 
idea was in my mind before I had sorted it out. (qtd. in Katsavos 12) 
Carter's ideas may have not have been "sorted out" at the time she wrote The Magic 
Toyshop, but they were definitely "in her mind" and would stay there throughout her 
writing career. Though she no longer considered mythology a useful tool by the end of 
her career, some of the ideas that emerged in The Magic Toyshop reemerged in new and 
more defined forms in every novel thereafter. The "whole apparatus about Leda and the 
swan" is not without importance. The performance of "Leda and the Swan" in The Magic 
Toyshop conveys imagery of the puppetmaster who pulls the strings. The patriarchal 
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ruler controlling the movements of women becomes a dominant theme in many of her 
novels. 
As Sarah Gamble points out, essentially The Magic Toyshop "is a novel about 
growing up female within a patriarchal order, and thus inherently concerned with sexual 
politics. Although the feminist perspective expressed in The Magic Toyshop is still rather 
tentative, it is here that Carter begins to explore the cracks, contradictions and fissures in 
the dominant discourse" (71 ). Carter's feminist voice is still uncertain at this point, but 
she touches upon some ideas that not only resurface in The Sadeian Woman, but continue 
full force in her novels thereafter. At the point that she writes The Magic Toyshop, she 
seems to take the effects of "growing up female within a patriarchal order" in stride, as 
something to be expected. It is typical of her earlier work, written without the anger at 
and intolerance for the patriarchal standard that is evident in her later literature. 
In The Magic Toyshop, the narrator, Melanie, "learns some very ordinary lessons 
about what life as a woman has to offer" (Lee 51 ). She experiences the dangers and 
expectations of being female in a patriarchal society. According to Jean Wyatt, the novel 
offers "a careful, if parodic, inventory of the practices, cultural and familial, that rob a 
young girl of agency - indeed, of subjectivity - reducing her to the position of femini ne 
object" (65). It is indeed an "inventory," taking account of the many inescapable labels 
and expectations imposed upon women such as those of wife and mother. Though Carter 
does not use the Sadeian prototypes of Justine and Juliette in The Magic Toyshop, she 
does use many ideas that she wilJ discuss in The Sadeian Woman. It becomes obvious 
that her earlier novels, though written before she studied Sade, deal with themes that were 
important to her throughout her career. Negative imagery of the implications of 
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marriage and childbirth for women appear often. Carter shows intolerance for these 
labels and other historical roles given to women, such as the guilty role of Eve in the 
Garden. Melanie, the heroine in The Magic Toyshop, is affected by many stereotypes 
attributed to women. Carter presents her as an example of a girl living under patriarchal 
rule without much protest, and portrays the patriarchy as an unfeeling, iron-fisted ruler. 
She paints a dreary existence for Melanie, filled with warnings and foreshadowing that 
suggest Carter's disdain for the standards to which Melanie adheres. 
The Magic Toyshop opens with a coming-of-age scene in which Melanie is sitting 
in the room of her childhood, surrounded by a child's playthings, exploring her body in 
the mirror. She experiments with different poses, filled with "sheer exhilaration at the 
supple surprise of herself now she was no longer a little girl" (Magic 5). She poses in 
different positions, some wicked and sensual, some innocent, and one reserved for her 
wedding night. Melanie is obsessed with the idea of marriage being an essential 
experience in the life of a woman. She wants to grow up and please her husband, and 
fears that if she doesn't get married, "she would die virgin" (7). Carter describes such 
ignorance as one of Justine's faults in The Sadeian Woman, describing her as she would 
Melanie, as a woman whose life "was doomed to disappointment before it began, like 
that of a woman who wishes for nothing better than a happy marriage. She pins her hopes 
always on those contingent to her, on the hypothetical benefactor who will protect her; 
but she meets only brigands, procuresses, woman-haters, and rapists and, from these 
adventures, she learns not self-preservation but self-pity" (Sadeian 50). Carter is pointing 
out the faults in deciding that marriage, or a "hypothetical benefactor," is the only means 
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for a fulfilling existence. She is warning against the idea of resigning oneself so early to 
the patriarchal standard of a woman being dependent upon a man. 
Fifteen-year-old Melanie is not too young to have experienced the patriarchal 
view of herself, and knowing that looks are important to a woman's value, worries 
already that her breasts are too small and that she will become fat on bread pudding. She 
invites disaster into these daydreaming sessions in her bedroom by allowing herself to 
grow curious about things that she is too young for. She wanders into her parents' 
bedroom, looking at pictures and their personal things, and wonders what their 
lovemaking must be like. Seeing a wedding picture, she remembers her mother's 
wedding dress, and takes it out to try it on. She speculates at its significance, thinking 
that it's "a strange way to dress up just in order to lose your virginity" (Magic 6). She 
hesitates, reflecting upon its texture and color: "Symbolic and virtuous white. White 
satin shows every mark, white tulle crumples at the touch of a finger, white roses shower 
petals at a breath. Virtue is fragile. It was a marvelous wedding dress. Did she, Melanie 
wondered for a moment, wear it on the wedding night?" (16). Melanie is at that fragile 
age where she is still a child, yet on the brink of womanhood. Traditional white and the 
hints of what happens on a wedding night are things that Melanie is old enough to have 
beard, but still too young to comprehend. The delicate "white tulle" is just as easily 
damaged as Melanie's own fragile innocence. She puts on the dress and it is much too 
large for her; and, in trying it on, "she has tried on her mother's sexuality, and neither of 
them fits her" (Lee 46). Carter uses Melanie to momentarily question the stereotype that 
a woman should be a virgin on her wedding night. She is also focusing upon the tenuous 
turning point that Melanie is at, not only innocent, but curious about sexuality, using 
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what happens next as a warning that a girl of her age shouldn't bite off more than she can 
chew when it comes to sexual roles. 
Once Melanie has the dress on, Carter begins to use imagery of Eve in the Garden 
of Ede11. She uses it many times throughout the novel, often connecting Melanie with 
Eve, sometimes to illustrate the temptation involved, other times to associate her with the 
guilt and blame put upon Eve. Melanie goes outside to enjoy the moment, but wandering 
through her garden in it, the night suddenly becomes frightening, and: 
Sobbing, she broke into a sudden run, stumbling over her skirts. Too much, 
too soon. She had to get back to the front door and closed-in, cozy, indoors 
darkness and the smell of human beings. Branches, menacing, tore her hair 
and thrashed her face. The grass wove itself into ankle-turning traps for her 
feet. The garden turned against Melanie when she became afraid of it[ ... ] 
The white front-door step was sanctuary. (Magic 21) 
Melanie tries on her mother's ill-fitting sexual role and when it becomes too much for 
her, she attempts to retreat to the sanctuary of her own innocence. The doorstep is white 
and pure just as she herself still is. But panic begins to set in, and it becomes clear that in 
this short experiment with her sexuality, she has gone too far to retreat completely. She 
has ruined something in the process. For when she returns to her bedroom, she finds that 
she has ripped the dress to shreds in her adventure; and while before she was teetering 
between childhood and womanhood, now she has come one step closer to womanhood. 
She reflects upon the experience in connection with her ever-changing state, 
looking upon the tree that was once the tree she had climbed as a child, and just now had 
ripped the dress to shreds when she climbed it, thinking: 
But this fruit, tonight, when she was so scared seemed sinister poison 
apples, as if even her playmate tree had turned against her and there was 
no comfort in it. [ ... ] Since she was thirteen, when her periods began, she 
had felt she was pregnant with herself, bearing the slowly ripening embryo 
of Melanie-grown-up inside herself for a gestation time the length 
of which she was not precisely aware. And, during this time, to climb a 
tree might provoke a miscarriage and she would remain forever stranded in 
childhood, a crop-haired tomboy. (22) 
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This idea of being "pregnant with herself' is typical of Melanie, who consistently finds 
herself playing roles associated with motherhood and pregnancy throughout the novel. 
Melanie never loses this idea that she is not quite formed, that she is still growing, still 
"pregnant with herself." When she climbs the tree to get back into her bedroom, she 
"provokes the miscarriage" of her childhood, and instead of finding herself forever 
stranded in it as she feared, she finds herself forever severed from the childhood 
innocence that she feared she'd never lose. 
Following the experience with her mother's wedding dress, Melanie immediate} y 
associates herself with the blame put upon Eve when she was tempted in the Garden. 
Melanie's parents are killed while absent on a trip, and Melanie believes that it is her 
adventure the night before that killed them. Her nanny, Mrs. Rundle, finds her on the 
floor of her parents' bedroom, telegram in hand, face covered in mascara and lipstick. 
According to Allison Lee, the scene offers "visible evidence of her sexuality as a wound" 
(46). The experience severs her from childhood innocence and propels her into 
womanhood. She never stops blaming herself for the death of her parents. At one point, 
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she is noting the confining finality of her surroundings, and compares her desolation to 
Eve's saying, "Eve must have felt like this on the way east out of Eden,[ ... ] and it was 
Eve's fault" (Magic 90). Melanie feels like the Eve in the Eden that Carter describes in 
The Sadeian Woman; "a female Christ whom a stern and patriarchal god has by no means 
forsaken but takes an especial delight in tormenting" (39). Melanie is thrust from one 
stereotypical role into another as she goes from the guilty Eve to the mother figure. As 
she travels by train to her Uncle Philip's house with her younger brother and baby sister 
in tow, funeral bands on their arms, she notices that everyone views her as the "little 
mother" (Magic 33). Forced to find her way in the world and look after her siblings, she 
immediately adopts a mythical female role to play. 
Carter introduces Melanie's Uncle Philip as the very picture of the patriarchy. 
Philip is away on business when the children first come to stay at his home. Ironically, 
on the morning of his return, Melanie wakes up and gazes at her wallpaper, thinking 
"Now, who has planted this thick hedge of crimson roses in all this dark-green luxuriant 
foliage with, oh, what cruel thorns? [ ... ] She had not before noticed the thorns" (53). 
The dangerous and forbidding thorns perfectly foreshadow Philip's arrival into the house. 
His patriarchal power precedes him again when Finn warns her of his fiery temper. 
Philip is not yet awake, and Finn tells Melanie to change out of her trousers and into a 
skirt for fear of what Philip will do, saying, "Do you realize you're a walking affront to 
him, Melanie?" (61). They go down to the toyshop and Finn shows her a ballet puppet 
that she does not like for it looks like "a sylphide in a fountain of white tulle, fallen flat 
down as if someone had got tired of her in the middle of playing with her, dropped her 
and wandered off' (66). Gazing at the puppet, she sees the fragility of her place in the 
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world as a woman, and the fearfu] idea of someone "tiring of her." She meets Philip at 
the breakfast tabJe, and he is indeed the picture of iron-fisted patriarchaJ ruJe that would 
create such a puppet. His size is huge and overpowers the breakfast table. As Sarah 
Gamble points out, "lest the reader miss the point," he drinks from "his own special pint-
sized mug, which had the word 'Father' executed on it"' (7 1 ). 
As earlier in the noveJ, Carter once again shows intolerance for a woman who has 
become completely dependent upon a man through marriage, in her descriptions of 
Philip 's wife Maggie. She is the epitome of the helpless woman, completeJy controlled 
by Philip' s whims. She is mute, and Francie explains, "it is a terrible affliction; it came 
to her on her wedding day, like a curse. Her silence" (39). Just as did her freedom, 
Maggie's voice left her the day she became a possession of PhiJip 's. Later, MeJanie 
notes Maggie's thoughtJess obedience as she helps her clean up the kitchen: "Then she 
dried and put away knives and spoons also. She was a wind-up putting-away doll, 
clicking through its programmed movements. Uncle Philip might have made her over 
already. She was without volition of her own" (74). Indeed, all who live in Philip 's 
house seem to be puppets of his making. On Sundays, Maggie even wears a necklace that 
Philip made her, a painful choker that doesn't allow her to eat or move. The controlling 
necklace is a symbol of his power over her, both physicaJly and sexuaJly, in that "they 
make love on Sunday nights" (109). 
Though they make love each week, Maggie is depressed at the fact that she is 
barren. Carter deals with the idea of the woman who is under maJe control, repeatedly 
raped yet barren when she describes the prototype of Justine in The Sadeian Woman. 
"Her failure to conceive [ . .. ] is both a negative and a positive quality at the same time[. 
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.. ] She is a free woman, in spite of herself' (Sadeian 51). Carter feels that the lack of a 
child for such a woman is a positive quality because it keeps her from having anyone to 
take care of, freeing her from the role of motherhood, as well as one less reason to be 
bonded to the male. To be barren is also a negative quality, however, when applied to 
women such as Maggie, who is so sorry for her Jack of children, and feels that "her 
freedom is her punishment" (51). 
Melanie comes to feel quite sorry for Maggie's dependence upon Philip and 
develops a wholly female bond with her. Whereas she has been keeping herself separate 
from the others, at this point she begins to learn sympathy. Carter describes Justine's 
similar lesson later in The Sadeian Woman, pointing out that people do not know how to 
feel sorry for anyone other than themselves until they see another person suffering. As a 
person makes this observation, "the heart's egoism sees itself suffering when it sees 
another suffering and so it learns sympathy" (52). At one point, when Melanie realizes 
Maggie has no money of her own, and therefore none to give her, she feels a connection 
with her through their mutual dependence, and "an ancient, female look passed between 
them; they were poor women pensioners, planets around a male sun" (Magic 134). 
Philip develops a special hatred for Melanie, because she is a "walking affront to 
him," in her refusal to fall into place. She does not quite rebel against him, but is simply 
accustomed to a certain lifestyle and lives accordingly, questioning everything. She 
manages to displace herself from her surroundings by constant} y pretending that the 
events taking place around her are scenes out of a play. At one point, she notes the 
affection between Maggie and her brothers and imagines that she is watching them in a 
theatre, eating ice cream, "but the flavor of the month is no flavor at all" (75). There is a 
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lack of "flavor" to these people, a certain lifelessness in this house. The whole place is 
rather frightening and surreal to Melanie. At more than one point in the novel, she likens 
it to Bluebeard's castle, walking through the house "past secret doors shut tight," and 
fears that some "clockwork horror rolling hugely on small wheels" (80) will come out 
from behind these doors. These toys and puppets or "clockwork horrors" are the hidden 
atrocities of this "Bluebeard," like so many dead or used-up wives. She never quite 
grows beyond the stage that she's in at the novel's beginning, that of seeing herself in 
different parts, "playing" at real life roles. She works in Phillip's toyshop and "repelled 
yet attracted by the ferocious masks, she finally tried on one or two, but there was no 
mirror where she could see herself, although she felt particularly feline or vulpine 
according to the mask she wore" (82). The lack of mirrors in the household is significant 
to Melanie's view of herself. She cannot actually see herself, but her ability to imagine 
herself as different people in other places separates her from the others who live there. 
Never really accepting where she is, she doesn't fall under Philip's rule, or become one 
of his "puppets." 
At many points in the novel, Melanie experiences one of the dangers of "growing 
up female," the threat to her sexual innocence. Finn admires her, and takes her to his 
secret place, an old overgrown garden. Once there, Melanie falls into the role of Eve, 
constantly in danger of becoming a fallen woman, tempted yet innocent. Inside the 
garden, there is a giant black-and-white sculpted chess board. Melanie perceives its 
symbolism, as she: 
a few paces behind Finn, trod carefully on the white squares only. If she did 
not tread on any of the black, perhaps when she got to the end of the floor 
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she would shiver and rouse in her own long-lost bed, in her striped sheets, and 
say good morning to the apple tree and look at her own face in the mirror she 
had not broken. She had not seen her own reflection since. She was seized with 
panic, remembering that she had not seen her own face for so long. Do I still 
look the same? Oh, God, could I still recognize myself? (99) 
The white squares represent her virtuous nature. She is careful not to tarnish her 
innocence by stepping on any of the black. If she does not lose her virtue, she can remain 
the innocent child. She is aware of the consequences of sexuality for the status of her 
female being, how sexual experience changes a woman's value and appearance. She 
fears that she has already changed so much that she wouldn't recognize herself; that, 
perhaps in climbing that tree, she did cause the miscarriage of her childhood. 
When Finn attempts to kiss her in the garden, at first she is tempted. Her old fear 
that no one will ever touch her rises up, and she thinks "at least she would have that much 
more experience" ( 100). But when he kisses her, "The moment consumed her. She 
choked and struggled, beating her fists against him, convulsed with horror at this sensual 
and intimate connection, this rude encroachment on her physical privacy, this 
humiliation" (102). Her virginity, her virtuous purity, is threatened by his kiss. She feels 
her innocence being tom away and panics. After kissing her, Finn, the victorious and 
powerful male in this scenario declares, "Look on my works, ye mighty and beware" 
(102). Later in the novel, she foresees her future with Finn, seeing the reality of "only 
mess and babies with red hair[ ... ] She revolted'' (168). She sees her predetermined fate 
and is frightened. Associating the loss of her sexual innocence with the loss of what little 
freedom she has, she begins to realize how precarious her position is within the 
patriarchy. 
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Philip wants to cause Melanie to fall under the control that he already has over the 
others. He feels that Melanie thinks she's better than the fate he has planned for her. He 
decides that she is to play the part of Leda in his puppet show version of "Leda and the 
Swan." Philip's intentions in putting on this particular play are significant, as he plans to 
create her fall through her part in the play. He asks Finn to go and rehearse the rape 
scene with Melanie in his bedroom. Finn realizes Philip's intent before it is too late 
though, and in a passion says, "Somewhere private. Like in your room, he said. Go up 
and rehearse a rape with Melanie in your bedroom. Christ. He wanted me to do you and 
he set the scene. Ah, he's evil!" (144). Philip wants her to end up with Finn, pregnant 
and poor and tied to her surroundings. 
Before the play, she is na'ive enough to be touched at the part Philip has selected 
for her. She "would be a nymph crowned with daisies once again; he saw her as once she 
had seen herself. In spite of everything, she was flattered" (134). But during the 
performance of "Leda and the Swan," Melanie is faced with the reality of her position as 
a woman, as she finally plays the puppet. This realization is foreshadowed in the hand 
she thinks she sees in the kitchen drawer. It is a bloody severed hand, "the hand of a 
child who goes to dancing class and wears frilled petticoats with knickers to match" 
(112). It is the hand of her childhood; and the luxury she experienced at her old home is 
about to be completely severed, just as the hand. Playing Leda, she is rebellious at first, 
laughing at the swan's "lumbering progress" (157), but the patriarchal force driving the 
swan, Uncle Philip, takes over at that point. "She screamed, hardly realizing she was 
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screaming. She was covered completely by the swan but for her kicking feet and her 
screaming face. The obscene swan had mounted her" (158). Philip does what Finn could 
not, vicariously mounting Melanie, taking her innocence and making her his. As Carter 
states in The Sadeian Woman, "woman is disposed of[ ... ] in a rape" (6). In the swan 's 
rape of Melanie, Philip is trying to "dispose of' her. As Alison Lee points out, when 
Melanie is recovered from the incident, Philip, after "having forced her to act like a 
puppet,[ ... ] is offended that she is not one" (51). Philip's enacted rape did not get rid of 
Melanie as he had hoped, being that the rapist was only a toy swan, and not himself. The 
control he has over his puppets may mimic the same power he has over his family, but 
while the puppets can play the parts of the others, they cannot represent Philip, because 
he is controlled by noone; noone is pulling his strings. 
At the end of The Magic Toyshop, however, Philip's patriarchal rule is 
overturned. His wife Maggie, an unlikely hero, turns out to be the rebellious woman who 
never really did bend to his will. When Philip leaves for the day on business, the others 
have a party, eating and drinking and playing their music. In the swirl of excitement, 
Melanie allows herself finally to be affectionate with Finn; and it becomes evident that 
Francie and Maggie are lovers. The two have committed incest, finding love in a 
loveless household. Although it is a taboo sort of love, "carried out outside the bounds of 
patriarchal propriety" (Gamble 73), Melanie finds it beautiful because she loves them and 
realizes that all along there has been happiness in this desolate household. 
The incestuous relationship, evidence of the overturned patriarchy, very literally 
precipitates the downfall of Philip's household. He discovers the lovers and sets the 
house on fire, trying to trap all of them inside it, an action that Sarah Gamble describes as 
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signaling "the collapse of the text under the strain of its self-generated and elaborately 
upheld contradictions" (73). As Melanie and Finn are trying to escape, Maggie runs up 
to them and hands them the baby, telling them to hurry and get out. "Catastrophe had 
freed her tongue" (Magic 185-6), as though the freedom that the fire allows frees her 
voice also. Though the text does not indicate that Maggie survives the fire, in the death 
that she herself brought on, she is just as free. 
Melanie, however, has survived her introduction into womanhood, and is now 
stranded in a whole new world with Finn beside her, her fate uncertain. As Sarah 
Gamble points out, "this is the point where both fantasy and reality unravel, with the 
result that all endings are rendered partial and uncertain" (73). Many ideas in this novel 
are mentioned again in The Sadeian Woman, but in Carter's subsequent novels she 
approaches feminist concerns from a new perspective. The heroines of her later novels 
begin their approach where Melanie left off. They have already learned what to expect 
and are now prepared to stand up to the patriarchy. 
Chapter Three 
"The Desecration of the Temple" vs. "Sexuality as Terrorism": 
The Angry Retaliation of The Bloody Chamber 
Nursery fears made flesh and sinew; earliest and most archaic of fears, 
fear of devourment. The beast and his carnivorous bed of bone and I, 
white, shaking, raw, approaching him as if offering, in myself, the key to 
a peaceable kingdom in which his appetite need not be my extinction. (67) 
--"The Tiger's Bride" 
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Author and critic Margaret Atwood has called The Bloody Chamber "a 'writing 
against' de Sade, a talking-back to him; and, above all, [ ... ) an exploration of the 
possibilities for the kind of synthesis de Sade himself could never find because he wasn't 
even looking for it" (120). In drawing out the "earliest and most archaic" of human 
fears, Carter parallels Sade's patriarchal world, while suggesting female characters that 
go beyond his prototypes, as "keys to a peaceable kingdom." She retells traditional tales 
in The Bloody Chamber such as "Beauty and the Beast" and "Snow White," intending to 
take those passed-on fears in order to question them and stomp them out. Discussing the 
oral tradition and the fact that fairy tales are passed on and changed from one generation 
to the next, Carter says, "I am all for putting new wine in old bottles, especially if the 
pressure of the new wine makes the old bottles explode" (Notes 24). She says of her use 
of fairy tales for this process, "It turned out to be easier to deal with the shifting structures 
of reality and sexuality by using sets of shifting structures derived from orally transmitted 
tales" (Notes 25). Refashioning classic fairy tales is her way of continuing the "wine-
bottling" process, "exploding" their traditional meanings in order to support her own 
intentions. 
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In her reworked tales, Carter deals with the "fear of devourment," the fear a 
woman has of losing her identity or place in the world through her connection to a man. 
The theory behind The Bloody Chamber holds that "prey and predator, killer and victim, 
can coexist in the same person" (Sage 5). In her tales, Carter "renegotiat[es] the 
relationship between predator and prey" (Gamble 133). The result she seeks is the 
creation of a woman who would be the "key to a peacable kingdom in which [the beast's] 
appetite need not be [her] extinction" (Bloody 67). Such a key would be a female who 
embodies a synthesis of Sade's antithetical prototypes, Justine and Juliette, predator and 
prey: a woman who could both think and feel. 
In the tales of The Bloody Chamber, Carter begins to use the Sadeian prototypes 
that she analyzed in The Sadeian Woman. Versions of Justine and Juliette appear 
everywhere and often combine into a more powerful woman whose actions benefit 
everyone in the tale. As Carter has said, "the notion of universality of female experience 
is a clever confidence trick" (Sadeian 12). Not every Justine is a virgin; not every 
Juliette is a whore. A female character fashioned after Justine can have had as many 
sexual experiences as a character fashioned after Juliette. The differences between them 
do not necessarily lie in the fact of their sexual experiences, but rather in the 
circumstances surrounding them. Justine experiences sex as a victim. She is always at 
the mercy of the patriarchy, completely controlled by its whims. Paradoxically, she finds 
self-importance in patriarchal images of herself. If it's not her virginity that she takes 
pride in, then she is proud that she did not enjoy the sexual acts that caused its loss. She 
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also takes pride in roles that the patriarchy has assigned to women such as those of the 
wife, mother or dutiful daughter. Juliette, on the other hand, has sexual experience, but it 
has been on her terms and usually to profit her in some way. She does not see her 
sexuality as a source of virtue, rather as a source of power and economy. She considers 
institutions like marriage and children patriarchal traps and wants no part of them. The 
difference between the two prototypes is the difference between weakness and power, 
between dependence and autonomy. Although both Justine and Juliette are usually 
dependent upon the patriarchy that defines them, one is sometimes the predator, while the 
other is always the prey. 
Carter uses the Sadeian prototypes throughout the tales in The Bloody Chamber. 
The tales themselves achieve a progression similar to the order of her novels throughout 
her career. The first three, "The Bloody Chamber," "The Courtship of Mr. Lyon," and 
"The Tiger's Bride" begin with characters that are more victimized, like Justine, and 
often focus upon marriage. Other tales, "The Snow Child," "The Erl-King," and "The 
Lady of the House of Love" focus upon female characters who are making the transition 
from victim to someone more powerful and confident, while introducing the idea of 
sexual relations that don't involve marriage. They involve elaborate plots that test 
different combinations of the two prototypes in different situations, and don't always end 
positively. 
The first three tales of The Bloody Chamber point to the contractual obligations 
and entrapments of marriage. Carter portrays marriage as an "out of the frying pan and 
into the fire" situation, and each of the girls involved handles it differently. "The Bloody 
Chamber" opens with imagery of the finality of marriage. For example, the narrator 
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describes "the great pistons ceaselessly thrusting the train that bore me through the night, 
away from Paris, away from girlhood, away from the white, enclosed quietude of my 
mother's apartment, into the unguessable country of marriage" (Bloody 1). Similar to 
Melanie in The Magic Toyshop, the girl in this tale has a naive and romantic view of 
marriage, calling it "that magic place [ ... ] Our destination. My destiny" (8). Marriage is 
portrayed as a symbolic ending of childhood innocence, an inevitable and inescapable 
end. The girl views her marriage as a separation from her mother, as though she "had, in 
some way, ceased to be her child in becoming his wife" (7). She too senses the symbolic 
ending that comes with marriage and the loss of virginity, the ending that comes with 
womanhood. As they travel towards his home, she senses the consequence of her 
decision, thinking, "Into marriage, into exile ... the train began to throb again as if in 
delighted anticipation of the distance it would take me" (12). 
The heroine's loss of virginity, the inevitable consequence of the marriage 
contract, is foreshadowed and forewarned. She already knows that she cannot escape the 
"gravity of [her husband's] desire." But she is rather appalled at her own reaction to his 
sexuality. At one point, he looks at her as if assessing the value of her flesh, and she 
experiences the possibility of her own sexual power. "And for the first time in my 
innocent and confined life, I sensed in myself a potentiality for corruption that took my 
breath away. The next day we were married" (11 ). Like Juliette, she begins to understand 
her own potential power. But still innocent and naive like Justine, she is afraid and 
unsure of how to use her corruption as power. 
Early in the Marquis' courting of the heroine, she notices that his face is "like a 
mask, as if his real face[ ... ] lay[ ... ] elsewhere[ ... ] And, elsewhere, I might see him 
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plain. Elsewhere. But, where?" (9). She senses that his true nature is yet to be revealed, 
that the male nature is sexual and predatory. On her wedding night, his "real face" is 
revealed when he takes her virginity and "his deathly composure shatter[s] like a 
porcelain vase" (18). She is sickened by the market-like atmosphere of the experience 
and appalled at her own sexual response: "Most pornographic of all confrontations. And 
so my purchaser unwrapped his bargain. And, as at the opera, when I had first seen my 
flesh in his eyes, I was aghast to feel myself stirring" (15). As he takes her, she feels the 
universal female experience of her situation, as "a dozen husbands impaled a dozen 
brides" (17). As the innocent Justine-like image is ravaged inside, the presence of 
Juliette is outside, in the foreshadowed image of Fevvers from Nights at the Circus, "the 
mewing gulls swung on invisible trapezes in the empty air outside" (17). 
After he takes her virginity, the Marquis leaves on business, giving his bride the 
keys to the whole house, telling her to use all but one, the key to the room where he goes 
"to savour the rare pleasure of imagining [himself] wifeless" (21 ). Immediately tempted, 
the girl falls right into the trap he's set for her, and goes to the forbidden chamber. In it, 
she finds all of his past wives, dead by means of different tortures. The Iron Maiden, 
where his last wife is kept, emits "a ghostly twang" (29) as if warning her to get out. She 
drops the key in a pool of blood on the floor, and staining it permanently, the key 
becomes the evidence of her betrayal. She tries to get rid of it, but like her guilt, "The 
more [she] scrubbed the key, the more vivid grew the stain" (33). Associating herself 
with the guilty role of Eve in the Garden, and recognizing the patriarchal trap she has 
fallen into, she tells her new lover and confidant, "I only did what he know I would." He 
responds, "Like Eve," (38) placing her in a mythical role, typical of the patriarchy. 
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Upon the Marquis' return, she "force[s] [herself] to be seductive" (35) in an 
attempt to use sex to divert his attention, but fails. The Marquis sentences her to death by 
beheading and they proceed out to the courtyard. The tale ends with a surprising twist, as 
the mother comes to the rescue, shooting the Marquis just before he can kill her daughter. 
The heroine needs the mother to come and save her because, like Melanie in The Magic 
Toyshop, she has tried on the role of her mother's power and sexuality, but it was too 
much for her. Though the heroine in "The Bloody Chamber" had more experience and 
knowledge than Melanie, she is still too naive to take on the patriarchy without another's 
help. Much like the ending of The Magic Toyshop, the Marquis' surprise at his victim's 
rescue is similar to Philip's, described as, "the puppet master, open-mouthed, wide-eyed, 
impotent to the last, saw his dolls break free of their strings, abandon the rituals he had 
ordained for them since time began and start to live for themselves" (39). The Marquis, 
the patriarchy, watches in shock at the revolt of women. But the event does not come 
without a price. As a constant reminder of what she lost in the process, the heroine's 
forehead is stained with the mark from the key that the Marquis put there. She spends her 
life remembering the incident, and is relieved that her blind lover cannot see the mark 
because it represents her temptation and her loss of her virginity, and his not seeing it 
"spared [her] shame" ( 41 ). 
The next two tales, ''The Courtship of Mr. Lyon" and "The Tiger's Bride," 
represent two different versions of "The Beauty and the Beast." "The Courtship of Mr. 
Lyon," centers upon a girl who is like Justine in her innocence and virtuous state. The 
tale focuses upon her innocence and virginity, full of white roses and references like "the 
road is white and unmarked as a spilled bolt of bridal satin" (41). On the other hand, 
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"The Tiger's Bride" features a girl worthy of Juliette in her strength and rebellious 
nature. She is aware of her precarious state as a woman, and as her father gambles away 
her dowry, watches "with the furious cynicism peculiar to women whose circumstances 
force mutely to witness folly" (52). 
The girl in "The Courtship of Mr. Lyon" is always in shock and frightened of her 
position and fate, while the girl in "The Tiger's Bride" is spiteful and knowing. In the 
"The Courtship of Mr. Lyon," the heroine reacts to the beast by thinking, "How strange 
he was. She found his bewildering difference from her almost intolerable; its presence 
choked her" ( 45). She feels his strong patriarchal presence, fearing the control he could 
have over her. The girl in "The Tiger's Bride," on the other hand, is skeptical of the 
Beast's appearance, calling him "clumsy" and describing him as "a carnival figure made 
of papier mache and crepe hair" (53). Although she immediately senses that he is beast-
like, or not human, she is not afraid. 
Although the fathers in both stories lose their daughters to the beast because of 
their own carelessness, the daughter in the first tale is much more forgiving. She stays 
with the Beast, not because "she had no will of her own; only, she was possessed by a 
sense of obligation to an unusual degree and, besides, she would gladly have gone to the 
ends of the earth for her father, whom she loved dearly" (46). She doesn't act on her own 
behalf; rather, she suffers from the "daddy's little girl" mentality that Carter also 
attributes to Justine: "She is a child who knows how to be good to please daddy; but the 
existence of daddy, her god, the abstract virtue to which she constantly refers, prevents 
her from acting for herself' (Sadeian 55). The Tiger's bride, on the other hand, feels no 
obligation to her father, knowing that her fate is his fault, that she is being traded from 
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one patriarchal owner to another. Her father lost her at cards, gambled her virginity and 
her person away as though they were his possessions to Jose. The rose she gives her 
father is symbolic of her sold virginity, white and stained with her blood: "My tear 
beslobbered father wants a rose to show that I forgive him. When I break off a stem, I 
prick my finger and so he gets his rose all smeared with blood" (Bloody 55). 
In "The Courtship of Mr. Lyon," the heroine is fashioned after the more 
traditional Beauty, learning not to be afraid of the Beast's manner, and having long 
conversations with him at night. They become good friends, but no more than that at 
first , as she is fashioned after the Sadeian idea that "young and lovely women would 
never dream of performing [sexual] services for the ugly old men if they were not forced 
to do so" (Sadeian 43). The Beauty in this tale knows that she is beautiful and her 
"sexual abstinence, her denial of her own sexuality, is what makes her important to 
herself' ( 48). At the end of the tale, when she has left the Beast, but learns that he is 
dying and goes back to him, she breaks the cycle in an act of self-sacrifice. She does this, 
as Melanie did in The Magic Toyshop, after her "heart's egoism" melts at the thought of 
another creature suffering. As in the traditional tale, the offer of herself turns the Beast 
into a man, which may not be a reward in itself, but represents successful progression 
achieved in relationships. Carter's introduction of mutual Jove between partners is 
something that she experiments with in these tales. Sarah Gamble points out the value of 
this moment, saying that this is "the very first time" in Carter's fiction that "a couple [has] 
succeeded in meeting on terms which are founded on genuine affection on both sides" 
(133). 
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"The Tiger's Bride" also ends with "genuine affection," but it is achieved 
differently. The focus is on the value of a virgin's flesh, the oracular view of it, not its 
desecration. The tiger requests to see "the sight of a young lady's skin that no man has 
seen before" (Bloody 61). The girl in this tale is haughty and proud, and believing his 
request to include the sexual act, she refuses, equating compliance with the submission of 
the common whore. When they go riding the next day, she reflects upon her situation: 
I knew my two companions were not, in any way, as other men .. .I knew they 
lived according to a different logic than I had done until my father abandoned me 
to the wild beasts by his human carelessness. This knowledge gave me a certain 
fearfulness still; but, I would say, not much [ ... ] I was a young girl, a virgin, and 
therefore men denied me rationality just as they denied it to all those who were 
not exactly like themselves, in all their unreason[ ... ] I certainly meditated on my 
own state, how I had been bought and sold, passed from hand to hand. (63) 
Her reflections describe the girls in most of these tales, bought or sold virgins 
with an assumed lack of rationality. She refuses to give the Beast what he wants, forcing 
him to disrobe in front of her instead, and as he does, she sees his full beastliness. The 
victory moves her so, that she disrobes for him, as he had originally requested. She sees 
their similarities; that they are both shy about disrobing, and both feel they have 
something to lose in the process. She sees kindness in the Beast, and realizing that she 
has more control in an existence with him than with the father who sold her, she decides 
to stay with him. He prowls around her, trying to frighten her, but when he sees her lack 
of fear, he licks her and "each stroke of his ripped off skin after successive skin, all the 
skins of a life in the world, and left behind a nascent patina of shining hairs" (67). The 
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traditional roles are overturned as the two of them become equal and, as Sarah Gamble 
points out, they "shrug off the disguises that society forces them to assume, and in this 
way the predator/prey dichotomy is shattered with the establishment of a harmonic and 
mutually beneficial relationship between man and woman" (134). 
The next three tales include different combinations of the two prototypes~ 
sometimes they both exist within the same person, other times in separate people. "The 
Erl-King" contains a heroine who is more like Juliette, going into a planned trap with her 
eyes open and knowing how to handle its dangers. "The Snow Child" pits a character 
fashioned after Justine against one fashioned after Juliette, in an outcome that reinforces 
the position of women in a patriarchy. "The Lady of the House of Love" offers a heroine 
who is a synthesis of the two prototypes, but more victim than she is predator because of 
her reluctance for her role of aggressor. All three tales test the possibilities in the 
combination of the two prototypes, the synthesis that would lead to the "New Woman." 
Harriet Kramer Linkin describes these tales as Carter's examination of "not only the ways 
in which male desire defines and confines the female, but also the ways in which female 
desire colludes in erecting the bars of the golden cage" (Bloody 120). 
Another story about the precarious state of a young female virgin being preyed 
upon, "The Erl-King" deals with issues of entrapment. The very woods that he lives in 
"enclose. You step between the first trees and then you are no longer in the open air; the 
wood swallows you up" (84). The heroine enters the Erl-King's lair, the woods, 
symbolic of the patriarchy that women lose themselves to, with a comparison to 
traditional fairy tales: "A young girl would go into the wood as trustingly as Red Riding 
Hood to her granny's house but this light admits of no ambiguities and, here, she will be 
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trapped in her own illusion because everything in the woods is exactly as it seems" (85). 
Carter feels that if women would just keep their eyes open, all would be obvious. The 
"illusions" created are like those of Melanie and the girl in "The Bloody Chamber," 
visions of marriage and sex as romantic ideals. Their own illusion blinds them to the 
patriarchal trap that they are entering. In "The Erl-King," however, Carter offers up a 
knowledgeable young girl, worthy of Juliette in her jaded assessment of her surroundings. 
The heroine describes the Erl-king as "the tender butcher who showed me how 
the price of flesh is love" (87). The reality of the loss of virginity strips young girls of 
their illusions of love. The girl in this story may seem to be in the hands of the Erl-King, 
but she is not at all nai"ve; rather, she is aware of every intention and consequence. She 
understands the standards that define and control her actions. This particular heroine 
nevertheless enjoys sex, and goes back to the Erl-King continuously to "have his fingers 
strip [her] tattered skin away and clothe [her] in his dress of water" (89). In the woods all 
around her, she hears birds crying. They are the other girls that the Erl-King has seduced 
and trapped in the cages that he weaves. She knows that her own time is limited before 
she herself is trapped: "Then the moving currents of the air would no longer sustain them 
and all the birds would fall at the imperative of gravity, as I fall down for him, and I 
know it is only because he is kind to me that I do not fall still further" (88). This imagery 
of his control over the birds' flight illustrates how the patriarchy bases a woman's worth 
upon whether a woman has ''fallen" according to the patriarchal definition. The Erl-
King has control over whether or not she "falls" because he determines whether or not 
she is "fallen." 
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Just as the iron tomb in ''The Bloody Chamber" emitted a twang that alerted its 
heroine to the victim inside, the birds in the woods warn the Erl-King's prey against him: 
"Sometimes the birds, at random, all singing, strike a chord" (89). In both tales, when the 
heroines are at the risk of falling into a patriarchal trap, the voices of past women victims 
sound similar warnings. But the heroine in this tale is aware of what the Erl-King has 
planned for her, and though she enjoys going back to him for sexual pleasure, she realizes 
the habit will land her in his trap: 
Your green eye is a reducing chamber. If I look into it long enough, I 
will become as small as my own reflection, I will diminish to a point and 
vanish. I will be drawn down into that black whirlpool and be consumed 
by you. I shall become so small you can keep me in one of your osier cages 
and mock my loss of liberty. I have seen the cage you are weaving for me; 
it is a very pretty one and I shall sit, hereafter, in my cage among the other 
singing birds but I - I shall be dumb, from spite. (90) 
In an interesting connection to Maggie from The Magic Toyshop, the heroine uses 
dumbness as a threat. Maggie's dumbness was considered "a terrible affliction;" but 
turning out to be the sly one, perhaps she's actually dumb out of spite herself. Her lack 
of speech frees her from interaction with Philip and brings her close to the others that 
have the patience to read her chalkboard or communicate in other ways. The Erl-King's 
lover is completely aware of the "loss of liberty" that comes with giving herself to a man, 
and though she could choose to "be dumb from spite," she has other plans for the ending 
to this tale. 
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Although the heroine is unusually perceptive of her situation, she knows that she 
is still the prey in the Erl-King's game, and often wishes that their roles could be 
reversed. During their sexual encounters, she imagines that he could be the one confined 
by the possibilities of childbirth, with the ability to bear seed: "I should like to grow 
enormously small, so that you could swallow me, like those queens in fairy tales who 
conceive when they swallow a grain of com or a sesame seed. Then I could lodge inside 
your body and you would bear me" (89). She is even forgiving of the Erl-King, knowing 
that in being a creature of the woods, the patriarchy, he is only a creature of habi t. She 
thinks that "in his innocence he never knew he might be the death of [her], although [she] 
knew from the first moment [she] saw him how Erl-King would do [her] grievous harm" 
(90). She knows that the patriarchal standard governs the fall of women in sexual 
encounters, so that whether he means to or not, he will cause her fall. 
At the end of the tale, fully aware of what he intends to do, she murders him. She 
notes the fiddle he keeps on the wall, saying: 
Although the bow hangs beside the old fiddle on the wall, all the strings are broken so 
you cannot play it. I don 't know what kind of tunes you might play on it, if it were 
strung again; lullabies for foolish virgins perhaps, and now I know the birds don't 
sing, they only cry because they can't find their way out of the wood, have lost their 
flesh when they were dipped in the corrosive flesh of his regard and now they must 
live in cages. (90) 
If she kills the Erl-King and re-strings the fiddle, she can set "the birds free; they will 
change back into young girls, every one, each with the crimson imprint of his love-bite 
on their throats" (91). She can replace the cries of the girls with the music of the fiddle, 
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playing "lullabies for foolish virgins" that will warn other girls to stay away from the 
woods. She waits until the Erl-king sleeps and uses his long mane to strangle him to 
death, then talces the hair and re-strings the fiddle. In an Oedipal twist, the fiddle cries 
out, "Mother, mother, you have murdered me!" (91). The heroine can play the fiddle to 
remind herself how she has reversed the cycle by listening to the Erl-King announce his 
inability to escape. 
"The Snow Child" is one story in this collection that has two women in it, each 
one relating in some sense to one of the Sadeian prototypes. The tale talces the two 
women, one similar to Justine and one to Juliette, and pits them against one another. 
Fashioned after "Snow White," "The Snow Child" begins with a count and his countess 
riding their horses along a road, as the Count begins to fantasize. He sees the snow and 
wishes for "a girl as white as snow," sees a hole in the ground filled with blood and 
wishes for "a girl as red as blood," and sees a raven and wishes for "a girl as black as that 
bird's feather" (91). He is the patriarch fantasizing about his perfect woman, and as if to 
illustrate the strength and ability of the patriarchy for creating and controlling a woman's 
actions and character, the girl appears at their side: "As soon as he completed her 
description, there she stood, beside the road, white skin, red mouth, black hair and stark 
nalced; she was the child of his desire and the Countess hated her" (91-92). 
The reaction of the Countess to the girl is similar to Juliette's reaction to meeting 
Justine at the ending of Sade's tale of The Prosperities of Vice. Juliette meets Justine, 
hates her immediately, and proceeds to try and corrupt her. The Countess is similar to 
Juliette in that she is a woman who has achieved a certain amount of power. The 
connection is tentative however, for though she is the more powerful of the two, the 
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"predator," her power is derived from marriage, an institution that Juliette rejects. The 
Countess hates the "snow child" upon sight, and seeing her as a threat to the little power 
that she has as the Count's wife, tries to do away with her. She drops her gloves, then a 
brooch, intending to leave the girl or harm her while she retrieves them, but the Count 
won't allow the girl to retrieve them. Intended as tests of the Count's loyalty, the items 
did not lure the girl into danger. Eventually the Countess ends up naked upon her horse; 
the items have flown off of her and onto the girl in her attempts to trick the girl. They 
soon come to a rose bush and the Countess asks the girl to pick her a rose. This request 
the Count cannot deny her, "so the girl picks a rose; pricks her finger on the thorn; 
bleeds; screams; falls" (92). The rose with its thorns represents the loss of her virginity. 
She dies instantly at the prick of the thorn. The Count gets off his horse and has sex with 
the dead girl while the Countess watches. The scene is similar to the last scene of 
Juliette, as the ruthless heroine and her comrades have sex with Justine's dead body. 
After the Count has sex with the girl, she melts and nothing is left but a red stain on the 
snow, the mark of lost virginity. The clothes are back on the Countess, and the Count 
hands her the rose. In surprise, she drops it. "It bites!' she said" (92). Like Juliette, the 
Countess is unaffected by the loss of virginity, and is surprised at its sting. 
In The Sadeian Woman Carter talks about the two prototypes, saying that they are 
"like a pair of mirrors" (78) because they are similar in that they "always remain under 
the constant surveillance of the other half of mankind" (22). The Countess and the child 
are similarly dependent upon the patriarchy. As pointed out by Mary Kaiser, it is "the 
Count, who has all the real power, [he] does not have to choose; he can have both 
Countess and Child. The Countess, in fact, is as powerless as the Child, since both are 
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held in the tyranny of the Count's desire" (10). Both women in "The Snow Child" are 
controlled by the patriarchy, the Countess through marriage, and the girl through sexuaJ 
fantasy and rape. Though the Countess attempts to become the predator, with the Child 
as her prey, both are equally victimized by the patriarchy. 
While the Sadeian prototypes are used against one another in "The Snow Child," 
they are each represented by a separate woman. In the next tale, "The Lady of the House 
of Love," the principles are contested within the same woman. The heroine in this tale is 
a tumultuous combination of characteristics of both Justine and Juliette. She is a vampire 
who, like Juliette, preys on men; but like Justine, she is trapped by her circumstances and 
finds that sex is dangerous. The Lady of the House of Love preys on men purely as a 
survival tactic. She doesn't like what she does, but she needs their blood. She is the 
reluctant whore, differing from Juliette in her hatred for what she does. Like the 
dominatrix who is "subservient in her need," this Carter heroine is "a girl who is both 
death and the maiden" (93). Like Justine, the Lady is the perennial virgin who does what 
she has to in order to survive, but retains her virtue by refusing enjoyment. 
The walls of the castle where the Lady lives echo "you are now at the place of 
annihilation. And she herself is a cave full of echoes, she is a system of repetitions, she is 
a closed circuit" (93). This imagery centers on the idea of whether one can escape the 
patriarchal "closed circuit" and learn a new way of life. The heroine is a victim of what 
she must do to survive, "a system of repetitions," but she longs for love, and to be freed 
from her patriarchal jail. The old castle she lives in is filled with solitude and despair, its 
descriptions full of allusions to sexual death and entrapment. The wallpaper is stained 
with "marks like those left on the sheets by dead lovers" (94 ). The heroine keeps a bird 
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in a cage that occasionally wakes to "announce how it cannot escape"(94). She keeps the 
bird trapped in the cage so that it can share her own inability to escape her situation. She 
hates her cage of desolation, and "everything about this beautiful and ghastly lady is as it 
should be, queen of night, queen of terror - except her horrible reluctance for the role" 
(95). As Carter claims in The Sadeian Woman, titles given to women like 'queen' and 
'mother' are intended to flatter them into submission, but fail to change their situation, 
just as this heroine's role of "queen' causes her entrapment. 
The setting of inescapable despair is disturbed when a young man on his travels 
comes across her castle and stops at the fountain for a drink. He is the hero of the tale, 
come to rescue the imprisoned princess. He is a virgin, but unlike the girl in "The Tiger's 
Bride" who was "a virgin and therefore [ .. . ] denied [ . . . ] rationality" (63), he is 
described as the picture of rationality, a quality usually attributed to men. He is an 
example of the difference in labels when they are applied to men, right down to his mode 
of transportation, a bicycle, chosen for "the humour of it: 'on two wheels in the land of 
the vampires"'(97). The bicycle is "the most rational mode of transport in the world," 
and "a protection against superstitious fears, since the bicycle is the product of pure 
reason applied to motion" (97). And so the hero enters the land of the vampires, the 
realm of the caged vampire heroine, armed with his rationality. 
The young hero finds the girl strange but ignores her appearance, because like her 
other victims, he feels lucky in his circumstances, having found a meal and lodging. He 
views the dress she wears as hanging "suspended, as if untenanted in the dank air, a 
fabulous lending, a self-articulated garment in which she live[s] like a ghost in a 
machine" (100). The dress is a "lending" of her patriarchal trap, suspending her "like a 
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ghost in a machine." The fact that the young man perceives the dress as a "self-
articulated garment" suggests that he thinks her whole situation is self-inflicted, much the 
same way many men think that whores stay in their business out of enjoyment. He even 
sees a whore-like appearance in her features, describing her mouth as ''a morbid mouth[ . 
. . ] a whore's mouth" (101), equating its fleshiness from her constant required murders 
with pleasure-filled experience. He is closer to understanding her situation in his 
assessment of her voice, describing it as the voice of "a ventriloquist's doll," because 
"she seemed inadequately powered by some slow energy of which she was not in control; 
as if she had been wound up years ago" (102). His interpretation of her voice reveals the 
inescapable state of her dependence. 
The heroine's cycle of murder is disrupted by this young man because upon his 
arrival, she has dealt herself a hand of tarot cards that indicate that she will fall in love. 
This idea of a change in her cycle excites her, and she approaches the hero with a mixture 
of trepidation and expectation. As she lures him into her bedroom, she goes through her 
usual ritual of seduction intended to kill, but in removing her dress, breaks the glasses 
that she always wears. This unexpected incident brings about her release, for she cuts 
herself and bleeds to death in the night. When the hero wakes, he finds "no trace of her 
to be seen, except, lightly tossed across the crumpled black satin bedcover, a lace neglige 
lightly soiled with blood [ ... ] and a rose" (106). The bloodstain is like that from a loss 
of virginity, indicating a type of sexual loss in her transformation. 
Much like Maggie at the ending of The Magic Toyshop, the Lady is a trapped 
woman who is freed in bringing on her death. In many ways, Carter is still at the point 
that she left off at in The Magic Toyshop. She has incorporated the prototypes of Justine 
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and Juliette into these fairy tales, and has succeeded in challenging the patriarchal 
"predator/prey" relationship between men and women; but she still questions how to 
more powerfully overcome the patriarchy. She presents stronger and more developed 
characters in The Bloody Chamber, but has not yet achieved the synthesis of the 
prototypes that she is working towards. She has attempted many different combinations 
of the two prototypes, but has not hit upon the one, the "New Woman," that would 
successfully prove the synthesis powerful and effective. 
Chapter Four 
"Wherein does a woman's honour reside, old chap? 
In her vagina or in her spirit?": 
Carter's 'New Woman' Takes Flight in Nights at the Circus 
The dolls' house doors will open, the brothels will spill forth their prisoners, 
the cages, gilded or otherwise, all over the world, in every land, will let forth 
their inmates singing together the dawn chorus of the new, the transformed. 
- Fevvers, Nights (285) 
SI 
In Nights at the Circus Carter achieves the synthesis of the prototypes of Justine 
and Juliette that she had been working towards throughout her career. Fashioned very 
literally after the woman described by Appolinaire, as quoted in The Sadeian Woman, 
"who will have wings and will renew the world" (79), Fevvers, the heroine of Nights, is 
an actual bird-woman possessing wings. "Fevvers, the most famous aerialiste of the day, 
her slogan, 'Is she fact or is she fiction?"' (Nights 7), swings from the trapeze for a living, 
posing herself as a spectacle that questions the difference between fiction and reality. 
She is a crass, Cockney combination of Juliette's intelligence and Justine's heart. 
Her career as an aerialiste that claims to be part bird, part woman has attracted an 
American reporter, Jack Walser, to her story. He interviews Fevvers for his article 
entitled "Great Humbugs of the World" (I I), intending to expose her for a fraud, and the 
novel proceeds as Fevvers narrates the tale of her past. Her entire tale challenges him, 
"as if to dare him: 'Believe it or not!"' (7), as she provokes him from the start, claiming 
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to be hatched from an egg. Unlike Carter's previous tales, it is the male in Nights, 
Jack Walser, who is the victim of the tale, malleable and ready to be shaped by Fevvers. 
Much like Justine, "Walser had not experienced his experience as experience; sandpaper 
his outsides as experience might, his inwardness had been left untouched" ( 10). His 
"habitual disengagement was involuntary; it was not the result of judgement, since 
judgement involves the positives and negatives of belief' (10). Walser' s purpose is not 
to believe; he is skeptical of all that Fevvers claims to be. He watches her performance, 
and her pride sparked by the controversy of her appearance, contemplating the paradox 
that is Fevvers: 
[W]hat [ ... ]would be the point of the illusion if it looked like an illusion? 
For[ ... ] is not this whole world an illusion? And yet it fools everybody. [ ... ] 
he was astonished to discover that it was the limitations of her act in themselves 
that made him briefly contemplate the unimaginable - that is, the absolute 
suspension of disbelief. For, in order to earn a living, might not a genuine bird-
woman - in the implausible event that such a thing existed - have to pretend she 
was an artificial one? (16-17) 
Carter presents Fevvers as the ultimate combination of the two Sadeian 
prototypes, both a victim and a victor. The limitations of being a bird-woman render her 
victim, in that she always has to pretend to be "artificial" so as not to be classified as a 
freak of nature. Yet she is the triumphant victor in fooling the audience, a successful 
performer who dominates her occupation. She can challenge the audience to decide 
whether to believe that she is real. Her motto, "ls she fact or is she fiction?" expresses 
the challenge she poses to her patriarchal viewers, her attempt to redefine the patriarchal 
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standards by which women are judged. Her career is successful, but never enough, for 
like Juliette, she has an excessive thirst for wealth, and "dream[s], at night, of bank 
accounts, [and] the music of the spheres [is] the jingling of cash registers" (12). 
Fevvers tells her tale to Walser, describing her long history of unusual 
occupations, from being raised in a whorehouse to posing as "Winged Death" in a house 
of freaks. Ma Nelson's brothel and Madame Schreck's house of freaks are described by 
Fevvers as places where women escaped to in order to achieve a certain amount of 
freedom and female bonding. Describing Ma Nelson's, she is surprised that Walser is 
taking notes, saying, "will they let you print that in your newspapers? For these were 
women of the worst class and defiled"(21 ), sarcastically expressing the patriarchal view 
of a brothel. Walser stammers in reply that he knows many a good woman who is a 
whore and would be good enough to marry as he "retains and even re-emphasizes the 
dichotomy between good women and bad women, wives and whores" (Michael 213). 
Fevvers' companion Lizzie emphatically responds, "Marriage? Pah! [ ... ]Out of the 
frying pan into the fire! What is marriage but prostitution to one man instead of many? 
No different!" (Nights 21). Lizzie's retort echoes Carter's position on marriage as a form 
of patriarchal entrapment. Fevvers clarifies the issue for Walser, saying "though some 
customers would swear that whores do it for pleasure, [ ... ]No woman would turn her 
belly to the trade unless pricked by economic necessity, sir" (39). 
In telling the story of her childhood, Fevvers is quick to point out how growing up 
in a brothel changed her expectations of what life held for her: "I waited, I waited[ ... ] 
although I could not have told you for what it was I waited. Except, I assure you, I did not 
await the kiss of a magic prince, sir! With my two eyes, I nightly saw how such a kiss 
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would seal me up in my appearance forever!" (39). She describes the brothel and the 
resident whores as a wonderful little family that always looked out for her. Ma Nelson, 
the owner, recognized the symbolism in Fevver's appearance when her wings first 
sprouted: "Oh, my little one, I think you must be the pure child of the century that is just 
now waiting in the wings, the New Age in which no women will be bound down to the 
ground" (25). Ma Nelson employs Fevvers as a symbol in the whorehouse, to portray a 
winged Venus or a cupid. She never turns her to the trade, which ultimately causes her to 
become widely known as the "Virgin Whore" (55), a name that ironically reflects the 
way that she combines the opposing female stereotypes. Her early life prepared her for 
her future as an aerialiste; as she says to Walser, "for seven long years, sir, I was nought 
but the painted, gilded sign of love, and you might say, that so it was I served my 
apprenticeship in being looked at - - at being the object of the eye of the beholder"(23). 
But "being the object of the eye of the beholder" means being the objectified property of 
the patriarchy, and as she sees when the brothel closes, the inhabitants' bliss was largely 
illusion. The whorehouse is closed upon Ma Nelson's death, and when the whores open 
the windows, the light reveals nothing but dust and decay: "there [they] saw, not the fresh 
young women that [they] were, but the hags [they] would become, and knew that, [they] 
too, like pleasures, were mortal" (49). The whores' ending is not unhappy though; as 
Fevvers tells Walser, they were all innovative women who had set themselves up with 
other livelihoods, anticipating the eventual end of their time together. 
Fevvers leaves the whorehouse and goes on to make a living selling ice cream 
with Lizzie, but as times fall hard, she is forced to give herself over to Madame Shreck, 
who recruits her for her house of woman monsters. Like a whorehouse, Madame 
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Schreck's serves the sexual urges of a male clientele. The freakish women are 
displayed as tableaus, and some of them perform sexual acts for a fee. Fevvers is once 
again untouched, posing as a Winged Death hovering over a girl cal1ed "Sleeping 
Beauty," whose peculiarity is that she rarely wakes. Fevvers' time there ends when she is 
sold to a man who wants to kill her in a strange ritual because he thinks she is a sort of 
winged goddess. An example of how the label of mythical goddess can get a woman into 
trouble, Fevvers barely escapes with her life. This man is the first of two who will try to 
possess her, one through death, and later, another who wants her sexually and would like 
to keep her like a toy in a cage. She is lured into both situations by her own greed, 
especially the second time at the Grand Duke's house. The Grand Duke tries to distract 
Fevvers with priceless jeweled eggs, and as she looks at them, she sees one with a bird's 
perch in it: "No bird stood on that perch, yet. Fevvers did not shrink; but was at once 
aware of the hideous possibility she might do so. She said goodbye to the diamond 
necklace down below and contemplated life as a toy" (192). She is lured by the diamond 
necklace, but repelled by the idea of being someone' s possession. In this tale, as in 
similar scenes of peril in "The Bloody Chamber" and "The Erl-King," a musical 
instrument, significantly shaped as a woman, "emitted a single, ghostly twang of her own 
accord" (188), warning Fevvers of imminent danger. 
At the end of the interview, Walser equates Fevvers with a whore in her 
appearance as she is leaving, remarking that "she looked like any street girl making her 
way home after an unsuccessful night" (88). She has, however, fascinated him 
completely, and he again contemplates "the paradox": 
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If she were indeed a lusus naturae, a prodigy, then - she was no longer a 
wonder. She would no longer be an extraordinary woman, no more the Greatest 
Aerialiste in the world but- a freak. Marvelous, indeed, but a marvelous monster, 
an exemplary being denied the human privilege of flesh and blood, always the 
object of the observer, never the subject of sympathy, an alien creature forever 
estranged. She owes it to herself to remain a woman [ ... ] It is her human duty. 
As a symbolic woman, she has a meaning, as an anomaly, none. As an anomaly, 
she would become again, as she once had been, an exhibit in a museum of 
curiosities. But what would she become, if she continued to be a woman? (161) 
Such is the paradox that is Fevvers; if she is no longer a "lusus naturae" she is a freak 
and a victim, but if she remains a "prodigy" she is a successful aerialiste, fooling 
everyone. 
Fevvers so enchants Walser with her story that he decides to continue following 
her career as she joins Colonel Kearney's travelling circus. Disguised as a clown, he 
follows the troupe, continuing his story while deciding whether or not to believe her. 
Carter uses the tales of the circus performers to demonstrate that there are still victimized 
women in the world, in contrast to the tales that Fevvers has been telling. For example, 
while Walser is travelling with the circus in Russia, he stays with a poor boy and his 
baboushka: "All Russia was contained within the thwarted circumscription of her 
movements; and much of the essence of her abused and withered femaleness. Symbol and 
woman, or symbolic woman, she crouched before the samovar" (96). 
Entwined with the story of the circus is the tale of Mignon, the wife of the Ape 
Man. Hers is a tale worthy of Justine's in its helpless suffering. Passed from one brutal 
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male hand to another, she is constantly abused. Orphaned early in life, she learns to 
turn tricks for survival on the streets. She is picked up by a man who uses her to pose for 
photographs of the dead, in a profitable scam. When he is caught by the police, Mignon 
spends a short time working for herself, as a waitress, but once again falls into a trap 
when she meets the circus's Ape Man, the trainer of the chimps. He beats her constantly, 
and covered with bruises, she is passed among the circus men, sexually used and abused 
by each in a different way. 
After a chaotic incident involving a tiger, the long-suffering Mignon attaches 
herself to Walser, who rescues her and is assumed by Fevvers to be her lover. Fevvers 
takes Mignon under her wing, and introduces her to the Princess, the circus's tiger tamer. 
Mignon's story takes a positive turn as Carter introduces a lesbian relationship as a 
source of healing and strength for the Princess and Mignon. Mignon flourishes, and 
becomes part of the Princess's act of dancing tigers. They have an unusual relationship. 
The Princess does not speak and Mignon's singing bonds them; as Fevvers says "to sing 
is not to speak" (151). The tigers that the two girls train to dance serve as yet another of 
Carter's examples of the state of females controlled by the patriarchy. As the tigers begin 
to dance: "it would come to them, always with a fresh surprise no matter how often they 
performed, that they did not obey in freedom but had exchanged one cage for a larger 
cage. Then, for just one unprotected minute, they pondered the mystery of their 
obedience and were astonished by it" ( 148). Carter likens the "dumb obedience of the 
beasts" to that of a woman, in Fevvers' own performance. She is also a woman who "has 
exchanged one cage for a larger cage," through the illusion she has created. She cannot 
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escape the paradox she has created, even if it is revolutionary in redefining a woman's 
limitations. 
Jack Walser, in following Fevvers, has fallen in love with her: 
a condition that causes him anxiety because he has not experienced it before. 
Hitherto, conquests came easily and were disregarded. But no woman ever tried 
to humiliate him before, to his knowledge, and Fevvers has both tried and 
succeeded. This has set up a conflict between his own hitherto impregnable 
sense of self-esteem and the lack of self-esteem with which the woman treats 
him. (145) 
Traditional gender roles have been reversed as Walser experiences the role of a man 
manipulated and humiliated at the hands of a woman. The process of humiliation 
continues in his career as a clown. The clown troupe is an interesting illustration of the 
plight of the patriarchal civilization outside the circus. Their acts are a revealing parody 
of the desolation and disturbing qualities of the male patriarchy. Buffo, the leader of the 
clowns, addresses the plight of the clown in a drunken speech: 
The child's laughter is pure until he first laughs at a clown. The mirth the clown 
creates grows in proportion to the humiliation he is forced to endure[ ... ] And yet, 
you might say, might you not, that the clown is the very image of Christ [ ... ] The 
despised and rejected, the scapegoat upon whose stooped shoulders is heaped the 
fury of the mob, the object and yet- yet! Also he is the subject of laughter. For 
what we are, we have chosen to be. ( 119) 
The clowns are like a group of male Justines, a significant role reversal that suggests the 
possibility of a female audience whose "mirth grows in proportion to their humiliation." 
The clowns are victims, "despised scapegoats" like Justine, yet unlike her as well. 
Being male, they are Justine-like victims because they "have chosen to be." In a 
mocking parody of the plight of victimized women, the clowns are a reminder that, 
though both men and women can be humiliated and laughed at, most women have no 
choice. 
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As Walser travels with the troupe, the train is tom apart in an explosion that 
leaves him unconscious. This trauma causes Walser to lose his memory, regaining 
consciousness as a clean slate. The accident also causes Fevvers to become separated 
from Walser as she and the other survivors are kidnapped by a group of outlaws. 
Walser, on the other hand, is discovered by a shaman, who trains him in magic and 
interprets his hallucinations and fragmented memory as wise prophecies. Fevvers and 
Lizzie, the Princess and Mignon, the Colonel and some others are taken to the outlaws' 
hideout. The text takes a chaotic tum as the new century approaches. 
Trekking across Siberia, Fevvers begins to deteriorate physically and emotionally 
and questions her own worth. With a broken wing and fading looks, she thinks to herself: 
"Helen, formerly of the High-wire, now permanently grounded. Pity the New Woman if 
she turns out to be as easily demolished as me. Day by day she felt herself diminishing" 
(272-273). She feels sorry for herself, but not so much as to prevent her from lecturing 
the head of the outlaw group on the question of a woman's honor. When he reveals that 
their "brotherhood of men" left behind their wives after they had been "dishonoured" by 
their rulers, Fevvers challenges hjs meaning of "dishonour": "Wherein does a woman's 
honour reside, old chap? In her vagina or in her spirit?" (230). 
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Temporarily caught in this chaotic trek across Siberia, the group is at a 
climactic turning point at the end of the novel. The question of how the state of women 
will end is at hand. The captive women are left much as the elephants were in the train 
wreck. Shackled by chains that they constantly rattled throughout the novel, the 
elephants are finally set free when the train breaks apart. But, "poor things, it turns out 
this very moment should be the fated moment, the moment of destiny, when indeed their 
chains all parted and they were free! Yet free for what? They achieve their longed-for 
liberty at just the moment when it won't do them any good!" (207). Similarly, the 
women are at a new beginning in the novel after the train wreck. They have reached their 
own "moment of destiny," and the question of how to use their freedom ensues, as they 
choose how to start new lives in the unmarked territory of Siberia. 
Though sexual politics have been seen as responsible for the position of women 
until this point, Nights introduces love as the solution. Fevvers is in love with Walser, 
Mignon is in love with the Princess, and Walser was in love with Fevvers before he lost 
his memory. Love becomes the healing power that liberates women, and brings 
happiness for everyone. The group finds shelter in an old music conservatory and when 
they get ready to move on, Mignon and the Princess decide to stay. Mignon sings them 
all a song that redefines how a female "becomes a woman" as something to do with the 
soul and not at all with sexual initiation. Fevvers observes, recalling that when she had 
first heard her sing, when she was a battered girl: 
it sounded as if the song sang itself, as if the song had nothing to do with Mignon 
and she was only a kind of fleshy phonograph, made to transmit music of which 
she had no consciousness. That was before she became a woman. Now she seized 
hold of the song in the supple Jasso of her voice and mated it with her new-
found soul, so the song was utterly transformed and yet its essence did not 
change, in the same way a familiar face changes yet stay the same when it is 
freshly visited by love. (247) 
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The love between Mignon and the Princess has prevailed and sustained them through 
everything. They decide to stay in order to spread the news of the possibility of freedom 
through love to others. They feel that "through the measureless wilderness around them 
roamed the savage audience for which [they] must make a music never before heard on 
earth although it was not the music of the spheres but of blood, of flesh, of sinew, of the 
heart" (275). 
Meanwhile, Fevvers and Lizzie move on together, as Fevvers goes in search of 
Walser. Walser has been living with the shaman's tribes people, occasionally babbling 
memories that mean nothing to him in his state of amnesia. The shaman listens to his 
sayings, interested in them as dream interpretations: 
because it dissolved the slender margin the Shaman apprehended between the 
real and unreal, although the Shaman himself would not have put it that way 
since he noticed only the margin, shallow as a step, between one level of reality 
and another. He made no categorical distinction between seeing and believing. It 
could be said in fact, for all the peoples of this region, there existed no difference 
between fact and fiction; instead, a sort of magical realism. (260) 
This "magical realism," or lack of "difference between fact and fiction," is the perfect 
setting to the ending of a novel in which the protagonist constantly tries to blur the line 
between fact and fiction with her own sort of magical realism. At this climactic point 
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where time has gone haywire and the line between fact and fiction is blurred, Fevvers 
is the New Woman and Walser is the New Man. As Lizzie and Fevvers trek across the 
wilderness, they discuss what Fevvers will do when she finds Walser. Lizzie mentions 
many examples of famous stories that all lead to the traditional "happy ending" of 
marriage. Fevvers wants nothing to do with marriage, and feels that she would have to 
lose her identity in more ways than one if she were to marry. Speaking of the idea of 
"giving herself' to someone in marriage, she says: 
But it is not possible that I should give myself[ ... ] my being, my me-ness, is 
unique and indivisible. To sell the use of myself for the enjoyment of another is 
one thing; I might even offer freely, out of gratitude or in expectation of pleasure 
- and pleasure alone is my expectation from the young American. But the essence 
of myself may not be given or taken, or what would there be left of me? (280) 
She suggests that there is another avenue for women, that they can end up in satisfying, 
pleasure-filled sexual relationships without having to marry or give any part of 
themselves away. Mutual Jove would lead to this union of souls and pleasure, that has 
nothing to do with the strong and the weak, or ownership. When Lizzie suggests that 
Walser may not be willing, Fevvers says that she' ll "sit on him" and "make a new man 
out of him." She says, "I'll make him into the New Man, in fact, fitting mate for the New 
Woman, and onward we'll march hand in hand into the New Century" (281). 
The new millenium is approaching and Fevvers is ready with her plan. When 
they near the village where Walser lives, they come across a tribeswoman who was left in 
the wilderness to give birth. Wondering at her appearance, Fevvers tries to figure out the 
purpose of her being left there, and Lizzie replies, "I'm sure I don't know [ ... ] unless this 
tableau of a woman in bondage to her reproductive system, a woman tied hand and 
foot to that Nature which your physiology denies[ ... ] has been set here on purpose to 
make you think twice about turning from a freak into a woman" (283). But Fevvers 
remains optimistic about the future of women, even tribeswomen like the one they've 
found: 
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And once the old world has turned on its axle so that the new dawn can dawn, 
then, ah, then! All the women will have wings, the same as I. This young woman 
in my arms, whom we found tied hand and foot with the grisly bonds of ritual, 
will suffer no more of it; she will tear off her mind forg' d manacles, will rise up 
and fly away. The dolls' house doors will open, the brothels will spill forth their 
prisoners, the cages, gilded or otherwise, all over the world, in every land, will let 
forth their inmates singing together the dawn chorus of the new, the transformed. 
(285) 
Lizzie reprimands her optimism, saying "It's going to be more complicated than that[ ... ] 
This old witch sees storms ahead, my girl. When I look to the future, I see through a 
glass, darkly. You improve your analysis, girl, and then we'll discuss it" (285). She is 
skeptical of Fevver's optimistic attitude and knows that though women are slowly 
achieving more autonomy, the fight in the century to come won't be an easy one. 
The lesson of Nights at the Circus, however, is that there has been progress, in 
reality as well as in Carter's career, in the creation of the New, liberated woman. At the 
novel's end, when Fevvers and Walser are reunited, Fevvers experiences a momentary 
hesitation at uniting with him, feeling "herself turning, willy-nilly, from a woman into an 
idea" (289). She recovers and is reassured by Walser's new attitude as the New Man. He 
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approaches her, asking, "What is your name? Have you a soul? Can you love?" and 
she says "That's the way to start the interview!" (291). He finall y sees her as a human 
being, not as an object to be questioned as to whether it's real, but a person with a soul 
and an identity. Wrapped in loving bliss, about to make love, and surprisingly, married, 
Fevvers triumphantly laughs aloud at the way she fooled and intrigued Walser until he 
became hers. And her laughter is portrayed by Carter as a cry of triumph, of success, for 
women everywhere, contagious in the possibilities Fevvers opens for her female 
characters: 
The spiraling tornado of Fevvers' laughter began to twist and shudder across the 
entire globe, as if a spontaneous response to the giant comedy that endlessly 
unfolded beneath it, until everything that lived and breathed, everywhere, was 
laughing. Or so it seemed to the deceived husband, who found himself laughing 
too, even if he was not quite sure whether or not he might be the butt of the joke. 
(295) 
The novel ends when Fevvers, her laughter finally "sputtering to a stop" looks upon her 
husband, and as pleased with him as Carter had to be with her career, says, "To think I 
really fooled you[ ... ] It just goes to show there's nothing like confidence" (295). 
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A Speculative Conclusion 
The critic Nanette Altevers echoes Carter's convictions when she says, "woman-
centered realities would be shaped from fundamentally different presumptions if they did 
not have to be formulated from a denunciation of otherness - the situation that sexual 
inequality (patriarchal rule) has produced" (22). Angela Carter is weJl aware that this 
"denunciation of otherness" was produced by the patriarchy, but uses "otherness" to her 
own advantage by the time she writes her later novels. The character of Fevvers, with her 
parodoxical challenge of "Is She Fact or is She Fiction?" proves "otherness," or the 
possibility of "fiction," to be liberating. Carter embraces the differences between the 
sexes, accentuating the positive differences possessed by women, and how those 
differences can be used to their advantage. She attempts to destroy ideas that limit 
women's growth, sexually or otherwise. 
In The Sadeian Woman, Carter says: 
All archetypes are spurious but some are more spurious than others. There is 
the unarguable fact of sexual differentiation; but, separate from it and only 
partially derived from it, are the behavioral modes of masculine and feminine, 
which are culturally defined variables translated in the language of common 
usage to the status of universals. (6) 
Carter realizes that the differences between the sexes are inescapable, but the "culturally 
defined variables" that label each gender as masculine or feminine, strong or weak, are 
what Carter feels can be changed. She spent a career challenging the "universal" ideas of 
masculine and feminine, constantly redefining them in her creation of androgynous, role-
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reversing characters. She attempted to redefine the way women were looked at, 
sexually and socially. Carter found Sade valuable for his suggestions of "a world without 
sexual license," a world that she thought would lead to equal relationships between men 
and women. Her later literature provides examples of the freedom and equality that 
would come in a world where gender roles, or the power struggles they occasion, are 
without importance. 
The progression of Carter's novels reflects the progression of her feminism 
throughout her career. As she became more adamant about female rights and 
capabilities, so did the characters in her novels. Her earlier novels, such as The Magic 
Toyshop, reflect her frustration with women's passive submission to the patriarchy. 
Written during the beginning stages of her own feminism, however, her fiction of the 
1960s tends to take inventory, or simply acknowledge the power of the patriarchy, rather 
than challenge it. Her later works on the other hand, like Nights at the Circus, involve a 
type of renovation. Rather than enumerating the facts of female existence, these novels 
suggest ways that they can be changed. 
As Elaine Jordan has observed, "it is the moment of disturbance and anger which 
may produce a new consciousness" (35). Carter's own anger at the patriarchy becomes 
evident in The Bloody Chamber, published the year after she wrote The Sadeian Woman. 
Following her study of Sade, she decided that women needed to be less like the Justine 
prototype, "martyrised by the circumstances of her life as a woman," (Sadeian 38) and 
more aggressive in defining their own roles in society. She began to work towards the 
synthesis of the two prototypes, combining thought and feeling, love and strength, into 
the same woman, when developing her later characters such as Fevvers in Nights at 
the Circus. 
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Though she gives the title to Sade, Carter is the true "moral pornographer," 
succeeding in "the subsequent revelation [ ... ] of the real relations of man and his kind," 
and using her work as "a critique of current relations between the sexes" ( 19). Her 
collection of novels provides a test model for the New World she proposes. She spends 
a career creating different situations and providing different characteristics for each of her 
female characters, working toward a combination that would allow the "predator/prey" 
aspect of gender relations to be diminished. Well aware of the problems that often come 
with change, Carter offers up moments of magical realism at the points in her texts when 
change occurs. The instances of magical realism seem to reflect the possibility of the 
chaos that would ensue if the patriarchy were indeed overthrown. Carter seems to have 
been working towards the conclusion that progress in gender relations can only emerge 
out of this chaos, these moments that "disolv[e] the slender margin [ . .. ] between the real 
and unreal" (Nights 260). 
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